Overcoming Sexual Temptation
Part 2: GICF, October 14th 2012

Good morning, everyone!

Today we come to the second part of our two-part mini-series on “Overcoming sexual temptation”.

Last week, we looked at why we should resist sexual temptation – not just as Christians, but as responsible human beings.

We saw God’s ideal for mankind, and His original purpose for sex, is that it is to be enjoyed between husband and wife in a monogamous relationship. And so outside this setting, the Bible prohibits it. 
This is not because God is some sort of cosmic kill-joy, but because as our creator He knows what is best for us, and if we want to enjoy life to the full, we must follow the maker’s instructions. And these instructions are for good reason: we saw that medical science, psychiatry, and social science all clearly demonstrate that it is best for our physical health, best for our emotional health, and best for society’s health to exercise self-control and not indulge in sex before or outside of marriage – exactly as the Bible teaches.

This week, then, the question is, then: how on earth do we manage it?

With our powerful sex drives, in a society where all around there are inducements and pressures from the media, from friends, from within our own bodies, to engage in sexual activity outside marriage, how can we possibly overcome such temptation?
Well, let’s be clear: it is possible! But it’s not easy!

So I want to set before you six key principles that the Bible teaches we need to follow if we are to overcome sexual temptation.

To make it easier to remember, they start with the letters R-E-S-I-S-T, to spell “RESIST”.
1. Resolve

“Resolve not to defile yourself”.
In the Old Testament, when the young Daniel was taken to Babylon where he was surrounded by a godless, pagan culture, we are told in Daniel 1:8: 
“Daniel resolved not to defile himself…”
And this is where any victory begins – resolve.
Daniel didn’t just hope that the Babylonians wouldn’t put him under too much pressure to fall in with their ways; he certainly didn’t say to himself “Oh well, when in Rome, do as the Romans do”; he didn’t even just pray “Lord, help me not to give in”.

But this is what so many Christian men and women do with regards to sexual temptation. “Lord, help me not to be tempted when I take those customers to the karaoke”; or, “Lord, if you didn’t want me to do this, you wouldn’t have brought me here”.

In fact, there are those who secretly hope they are tempted and give in, but then blame the circumstances, it’s “not my fault”.

But these attitudes are doomed to failure!
Daniel resolved not to defile himself!

And if we want to have any chance of overcoming sexual temptation, we must do the same.

Remember I Corinthians 6:19-20?
Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit?...You are not your own; you were bought with a price. Therefore honour God with your body.
If you are a Christian, you must deliberately and consciously decide: 

“I am not going to defile my body by committing sexual sin. Whatever the provocation, whatever the attraction: I am not going to do it!”
You cannot truly and genuinely make such a resolve unless you fear the Lord. Proverbs 9:10 says:

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom…”
Only if you truly fear God will you have the wisdom that leads you to make the right decisions when faced with temptation, only when you fear God will you have the wisdom to genuinely resolve not to defile yourself.

Some years ago, we had a guest speaker at a GICF meeting who was a very senior businessman from Hong Kong. He worked for Li Ka Shing, the billionaire entrepreneur. He told us: 

“When I come to mainland China on business trips with my Hong Kong colleagues, we are offered all kinds of entertainment. Why do I refuse to take part in it with my fellow businessmen? Because I fear God! They think that no-one knows what they get up to, that it doesn’t matter if no-one finds out. But I know that God knows, and that I will be under God’s judgment if I disobey Him”.

If you want to overcome sexual temptation, you have to start by resolving not to give in. If you are not willing to make that resolve, then you might as well get up and leave now, because the next five points are of no value at all unless you first resolve before God that you are not going to defile yourself, that you are not going to let Him down, that you are not going to betray the people that love you and care about you by indulging in inappropriate sexual activity.
But if you do resolve not to defile yourself, it will then lead you to take some specific actions to re-arrange your life so that you minimise the pull of temptation.

So: have you made that resolution?

You can do it right now if you want.

If you want to make that resolution – or re-make it – before God, please stand now and make it before God as I pray.

[Pause and pray].

The first action you now need to take is point 2, E for Establish Boundaries.

2. Establish Boundaries
It’s no use saying you want to overcome sexual temptation on the one hand, and then going on an overnight trip with a single colleague or student on the other hand, especially if they have already indicated they like you. It’s just asking for trouble!

You need to establish boundaries that limit your access to temptation – you will be tempted enough without adding to it by your own actions!
You need to decide what things there are in your life situation that could put you in the place of temptation, and then set the appropriate boundaries that you will just not go there, or hang out with that crowd, or watch those type of films, and so on.  
And when you establish a boundary, you have to stay clear of the edge of it!
Last year in Britain, a man was walking along a cliff path by the sea, when a sudden gust of wind blew him over the edge. It was very sad. But if he had been further away from the edge of the cliff, he would not have fallen over!

Even when you build a positive environment around you, there will still be negative influences. And this means that if we go too near to the edge of our boundaries we can easily get pulled over.

You must stay well away from the edge, wherever possible!

Over the years, I have known of quite a number of men – who attended GICF –who ended up sleeping with a Chinese friend, or teacher, or colleague when they had never intended to. She had just come to his apartment one evening for a Chinese lesson or a work discussion.

But these men’s fundamental failure was not that they just could not resist physical desire when a naked girl climbed into bed with them in the middle of the night, their failure was several steps earlier when they agreed to her coming to their apartment in the first place. By doing that, they were walking too near the edge of the cliff, and so could not stop themselves being pulled over it when the unexpected temptation came.
So often Christians think that as long as they do not cross the line to actual sin, they can go right up to edge of the boundary. 

But Ephesians 5;3 says:

“But among you there must not even be a hint of sexual immorality…”

You have to keep well clear!
Do you remember the story of Lot in the Old Testament?

When he separated from his uncle Abraham, we are told in Genesis 13: 

“Lot pitched his tents near Sodom.” 

And Sodom was a wicked city that came under God’s judgment.

Are you pitching your tent too near Sodom?

Where do you need to establish boundaries in your life to avoid temptations? Are you keeping well away from the edge of the cliff? 

Just pause and reflect now, where you need to put those boundaries in place, or where you are tempting fate by living too near the edge.
[Pause]
So – R is for Resolve not to Defile Yourself, and E is for Establish Boundaries.

The next thing you need to do is Starve your Sinful Inclinations.
3. Starve your Sinful Inclinations
Some people love eating chicken’s feet, but cannot stand cheddar cheese! 
Other people are the exact opposite.

There are the same differences in inclinations towards sin.

We have different areas of weakness.

Some people are much more strongly attracted to “sins of the flesh” as the Bible calls them – sins to do with our physical appetites, such as sex, and gluttony, and even excessive comfort and laziness.

Others are more inclined towards sins of the mind – pride, the desire for importance and power, or the effect of mood-altering drugs, and so on. 

So some men really struggle with internet pornography, whilst others are not tempted so much in this area.

Ladies, too, have their own inclinations when it comes to men and relationships. 
Some middle-aged women can get obsessed with younger, physically-fit men; some girls are attracted to older, successful and wealthy men, and so on.

People from different cultures also have different inclinations in this respect.

We each have different inclinations, we each have different areas of weakness, and different inclinations towards sin.
And we have an enemy, the devil – Satan – who is doing everything in his power to tempt you and cause you to fail in your Christian life and witness. And one of the easiest ways for him to do this is to exploit your areas of weakness, your sinful inclinations.

Remember I Peter 5:8 from last week?
Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. 

Have you ever seen how lions hunt on the television, or in a film?

They chase a herd of antelopes, for instance, and look out for a weak one, one that is sick, or young, that lags behind the rest of the herd when they are running away. Once they spot it, they go for it and forget the others.

That’s what Satan is like. He prowls around, looking for signs of weakness. 

If he sees you looking at pornography on the internet, he knows where you are weak; if he sees you secretly lusting after a girl in the office, he knows your weakness; if he sees a woman reading a romantic novel and wishing her husband was like the hero in the story, and dreaming of meeting someone like that in real life, then he knows where your weakness is.

And if you feed your inclinations, you will weaken your spiritual life until, suddenly, Satan attacks you tooth and claw, and you do not know what has hit you.

To those of you who have just arrived in China, let me tell you this: there are temptations awaiting you here that you never even knew existed when you were in your home country. Be warned!

Some Christians see these inclinations all as spirits that can be cast out; this is over-simplifying matters, and is a serious mistake. The Bible tells us that our temptations come from three sources – the world, the flesh and the devil. You can cast out devils, but you cannot cast out your flesh or the world – it’s with you until you die – and it’s from the flesh and the world that nearly all sexual temptations come. 
The Bible tells us that what we need to do is “mortify” the flesh. That means “put it to death”, and we do this by starving it of the things it feeds on – the images, the films, the books, the environment. 

The Bible also tells us to flee from sexual temptation. So learn to dismiss unhealthy thoughts immediately – don’t dwell on them, deliberately switch your mind to think of other things. The first look is not sin – the second look always is.

The lustful thoughts you dwell on are planting seeds in your mind and spirit that will sooner or later produce fruit – fruit that will weaken your spiritual life and witness. 

Galatians 6:7 says: “People only harvest what they plant”. 

So take practical steps to stop letting lustful thoughts take root!

For instance, if you live on your own, and find yourself tempted to sexual sins, find a Christian brother or sister to share the apartment, with whom you can share Christian encouragement, and be accountable to each other for your behaviour. 

If you find that having too much spare time leads to dwelling on lustful thoughts, then fill some of that time by serving in a ministry in the church, attending a small group, doing good for the people around you.
What practical steps do you need to take right now, to starve your sinful inclinations, and feed your spiritual life?

[Pause]

So: R is Resolve, E is Establish Boundaries, S for Starve your Sinful Inclinations.

Now I, for Invest in Godliness.
4. Invest in Godliness
This is the other side of the picture – we must starve our sinful inclinations, but feed our spiritual life with the right things so that it grows strong.
Some years ago, there was a family from Europe in GICF. The husband was a senior executive in a multinational company. The company gave him an assistant, a young and attractive Chinese girl. 
Within several months, he had left his wife and family and moved in with his girlfriend. Back home in Europe, he had attended church regularly, and, to all intents and purposes, been a strong and committed Christian.

But despite these appearances, he was spiritually weak and unfit, and could not withstand temptation when it came.

If we are to withstand temptation when it comes, we must be spiritually fit and healthy.

I Timothy 4:8 says:

“…physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come”.

The training that the Christian needs to be spiritually fit and strong is training in godliness.  You need to prepare for the tough spiritual challenges that are going to come your way as you seek to live the Christian life.

In Ephesians 6:12 ff we read:

“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. Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground…”
We must put on the armour!
The apostle goes on to tell us what the armour of God is:
Belt of truth: Jesus and His truth at the centre of our lives

Breastplate of righteousness: righteous living

Footwear: ready to go where God directs and calls

Shield of Faith: trusting God at all times for everything
Helmet of Salvation: the certainty of our salvation
Sword of the Spirit: believing and proclaiming God’s word

Constant prayer
These things need to be built into our lives.
How?
We build these things into our lives by following God’s fitness regime of diet and exercise to become godly:

-   Healthy diet: reading and studying God’s word, the Bible; 
· Regular exercise: a consistent prayer life; 
· Turn out for the team: fellowship and service with other believers in the local church; 
· Obey the coach: accept God’s leading and direction in our lives; 
These are the key elements of God’s training schedule for all believers.
And it means not eating junk-food either! If you feed your heart and mind on books and films and stuff whose content promotes sexual misbehavior, and values that are contrary to Scripture, then you will weaken you spiritual life. 
So where are you investing your time and effort? 
In making money to provide for your family? 
In physical fitness? 
These things are not wrong, but you need to make your priority to invest time and effort into growing in godliness. Then you will be fit and strong to resist when Satan attacks and temptation comes. And if you resist, you will overcome.

James 4:7 encourages us: 

“Resist the devil, and he will flee from you”.

The temptations that come into our lives test the underlying quality of our spiritual life, so: will you stand – or will you fall?

Success depends on godliness!
And this leads us to our fifth point: S for Support Network.
5. Support Network
We all become Christians as individuals. We come as individuals to God, confess our sins, in faith, accept Jesus Christ as our personal Saviour, and as Lord of our life. 
But the moment we have done this, as soon as we are “born again” and become a Christian, we find ourselves in a family.

This family is the family of God, the church of Jesus Christ.

And we have many brother and sisters in this family.

And we need each other!
People who say “I can be a Christian without going to church” do not understand what it means to be a Christian.
In Colossians 3:16 we read:

“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another…”
Here we are to instruct and each other, and hold each other accountable for the way we live our lives.

In Hebrews 10:25 we are told:

“Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another….”
Here we are to encourage each other, get alongside each other in life’s struggles and challenges.

Overcoming sexual temptation is a very tough battle.

But God has provided a support network for each of us – make sure you are using it!

Apart from church on a Sunday morning, when do you get together with fellow-Christians? 
Join a small group for prayer and Bible study – see Eddie Lawrimore afterwards to get put in touch with one. I will go so far as to say that if you are not a committed member of a small group, which you make your priority to attend, then you are not serious about your Christian life.
If you are serious about wanting to overcome sexual temptation, you will be serious about using the support network God has provided for you.

Offer yourself to serve God in some way in the life of the church. Not only will this make you a blessing to others, but will give you a group of Christian friends who will encourage you and support you. And it will fill potential temptation time with good and constructive acts of service.
So – we have R-E-S-I-S.

Now for the last letter: T for Total Obedience.
6. Total Obedience 
Total Obedience to God’s will.

What if overwhelming temptation forces itself on you despite your best efforts to set boundaries and stay away from the edge? How can you possibly resist it?

This is the sort of situation Joseph found himself in when he was a slave in the house of Potiphar the Egyptian.

Let me read from Genesis 39:6 onwards:

Now Joseph was well-built and handsome, and after a while his master’s wife took notice of Joseph and said, “Come to bed with me!”
But he refused. ..he told here…how…could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?”
And though she spoke to Joseph day after day, he refused to go to bed with her or even be with her.

Joseph could not get away from Potiphar’s wife – but he still did what he could to avoid temptation: he “refused to even be with her”.
How did he manage this?

You guys here, just imagine what it was like for him. He was a young, virile, single man, 18 or 19 years old. He was alone in the house with this woman all day, and day-after-day she pursued him. She must have put her arms around him, tried to excite him, she was begging him to sleep with her. No-one else was around, no-one would have known. How did he manage to resist?

In verse 23 we are told:

“…the Lord was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did.”
Joseph could not escape the source of the temptation, it was persistent, attractive, seductive, overwhelming; but he was not alone. 
God was with him!
And this made all the difference.

And it is God’s presence with us in times of temptation that enable us, also, to resist it against all the odds.

But how do we ensure God’s presence with us?

I John 3:24 says:

“Those who obey his commands live in him, and he in them.”
Obedience to God’s will is the key.

Many years of ministry has taught me that every single time a Christian gets into some sort of mess is due to one reason and one reason only: they are not always willing to obey God’s will in every situation.

Christian counselling, whatever the particular issue, all boils down to one question:
“Are you willing to accept God’s will for your life, whatever it might be?”

If you are not obedient to God in some matter, you are placing yourself outside of his will, and cannot know his blessing. 
And you will not have his presence to help you resist temptation when it comes.
Is there some are of your life at the moment where you are fighting against God’s will, unwilling to go His way, and accept His will for you?
Some of you are resisting God’s call in your life right now. 

Let go of self and its selfish desires, surrender completely to God.

So:

R for Resolve not to Defile Yourself: resolve not to sin against your body.

E for Establish Boundaries: establish limits to prevent you being exposed to unnecessary temptation, and stay well away from the edge of them!
S for Starve your Sinful Inclinations: what are your areas of weakness? Be aware of them, and do not feed them and encourage them, rather, starve them until they are too weak to bother you.
I for Invest in Godliness: invest time and effort in activities which help you grow spiritually fit and strong as a Christian, and become more godly and Christ-like.
S for Support Network: take the opportunities God is providing to meet with other Christians, to attend church, to join a small group, to have fellowship and prayer with them, or you will fail in your Christian life.

T is for Total Obedience to God’s Will: can you say to God “I am willing accept your will, whatever it is”? If not, you will not be victorious in the spiritual battle.
Finally, as we close:

We all need God’s help to apply these principles from the Bible in our own lives if we are to overcome sexual temptation.

Some of you are thinking: “it’s too late for that now”, because you have already succumbed to temptation in the past. It’s not too late for God’s forgiveness and a fresh start! I John I:9 says:

“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

But there are some of you here who are committing sexual sin right now in your lives – perhaps an adulterous affair, perhaps sleeping with your girlfriend or boyfriend, or even visiting prostitutes. 

You may be addicted to pornography, or some other sexual sin.

Some of you may really want to be free, but you feel trapped and do not see how you can get free.
There’s good news! In Psalm 50:15 God tells us:

“Call on me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you and you will honour me”.

Your life might be on the wrong path at the moment – but God can help you change pathways! He can deliver you and lead you on a pathway, where He is present, and where he can help put the broken pieces of your life back together again. 
So I am going to close in prayer now, and as I pray, I invite you to make your own peace with God, and pray the prayer you need to pray. 
[Worship team comes up]

Please stand.

If you would like specific prayer or counseling to help you deal with your own particular situation, please make your way to the front after the end of the service, and our brothers and sisters from the prayer ministry will be here to pray with you and help you.

If you feel the matter is too sensitive, send me an e-mail and I will advise you how we can provide the help and support you need in total confidentiality.
Let’s pray:

Father, once again we come before you and confess our weakness.

Our sex drives are very powerful; our needs for relationships that bring comfort, and intimacy, and physical pleasure are very strong.

But we know that to live lives that honour you, that bless others and do not hurt them, that make a positive contribution to our world, that display the love and truth and power and righteousness of Jesus, we must bring our passions under your control, and not engage in behaviour or relationships that are disobedient  to you.
Firstly, Lord, each and every one of us pray for your help to apply in our own life-situation the things You have taught us from your word this morning. 
And then, Father, there are some of us here who have given in to temptation in our past; we confess our failing and sin, we ask your forgiveness and cleansing from the guilt of the past.

There are some here, Lord, who are in bondage right now to sexual sin, and yet they desperately want to break free. Father, as they repent before You now, and resolve to turn around and go your way whatever the cost, may they know your deliverance and power to set them free.
Father: we all need Your touch in our lives. May the blood of Jesus, shed for us on the cross of Calvary, cleanse us, protect us, strengthen us and deliver us.

Lift us up to that higher plane of living, where we rise up above the temptation that so easily drags us down, and live lives of victory that testify to all around of the power to overcome sin and Satan that You give to those who are fully committed to You. 
Lord, lift us up to higher ground!
In Jesus’ name.

Amen. 
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