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As we know by now, James begins his letter by encouraging his readers to embrace their many trials with a joyful attitude. He assures them that trials are the means of “testing” their faith, which in turn develops perseverance. Enduring trials, in turn, develops spiritual growth and maturity (1:2-4).

Further, says James, if anyone lacks the wisdom to handle these trials, then they should pray. Those who pray in faith will find a generous God more than willing to give His wisdom to all – without finding fault. He will never reprimand us for asking, nor will He remind us of the endless value of the gifts He gives (1:5-8).

God’s wisdom is especially needed when dealing with one of the greatest trials by which God tests our faith. Both poverty and riches bring enormous pressure to focus on the world rather than Christ (1:9-11). Thus, James exhorts both the “lowly brother” and “the rich” to respond to their respective financial challenges in ways that honor Him.

Finally, James holds before us the promised reward for persevering in trials, which is nothing less than eternal life with all its abundant blessings: “Blessed in 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” (1:12).

However, in the verses before us today, James goes on to say that there is a “flipside” to trials (vv. 13-18). Every outward trial carries with it an inner temptation to sin. Yes, God may send trials our way; but no, James insists, He is never the source of temptation. Enticement to sin comes from our own sinful natures and must be resisted.

As commentators have noted, this relationship between outer trials (1:2-12) and inner temptations (1:13-18) is evident by the play on words that James is using in this opening chapter. The word translated “tempted” (vv. 13-14) is the verb form of the noun that is translated “trials” (v. 2) and “trial” (v. 12). Both words share the same root in New Testament Greek. This linkage between trials and temptation is also illustrated in the lives of God’s people throughout Scripture.

Consider, for example, Father Abraham. When he obeyed God’s call and arrived in the land of Canaan, his faith was tested. A famine was awaiting him.  He couldn’t take care of himself, his family, or his flocks and herds.  This was the time to trust in God’s provision within the Promised Land.  But the trial turned to a temptation when he looked to the land of Egypt, with its dependable water supply from the Nile.  Without receiving any guidance or directive from the Lord, we’re told that “Abram went down to Egypt to live there for a while because the famine was severe” (Gen. 12:10).  The results were disastrous, and Abram had no choice but to return to the promised land of blessing (Gen. 12:11-20).

Yes, there were times in Abraham’s life when God tested his faith so that his character would be strengthened.  But no, God never “tempts” His people, or lures them into sin.  This is the point of our text, in which James’ thought unfolds in three parts.  First, he identifies the true source of temptation (vv. 13-14), then he points to the consequences of yielding to temptation (vv. 15-16), and finally he reminds us of the benevolent character of God (vv. 17-18). Far from enticing us to sin, God is the source of every good gift (v. 17), the greatest of which is the new birth (v. 18).

A. The True Source of Temptation (vv. 13-14). We thank God that James is a realist.  He understands that some Christians are inclined to blame God for their failures amid their difficult trials.  He also knows the wisdom literature of the Old Testament.  The book of Proverbs says; “A man’s own folly ruins his life, yet his heart rages against the Lord” (19:3).  It is pure folly to blame God for our failures.

James begins by rebuking anyone who claims that God is the source of temptation: “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’  For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He tempt anyone . . .” (v. 13). The reason God never tempts us is because He never desires His people to sin.  His character makes such conduct impossible.  Evil never has any appeal for Him (“He cannot be tempted”); therefore, He can never solicit anyone to do what is morally wrong (“nor does He tempt anyone”).  James agrees with what the rest of the Bible teaches about the nature of God – He is unchangeably good and holy.

Then he reminds us that the source of temptation comes from within: “. . . but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed” (v. 14).  Those words “dragged away and enticed,” are commonly used as “a fishing metaphor for drawing prey away from shelter in order to trap them with a deadly hook” (ESV Study Bible notes).  It’s an apt picture of the deceptiveness of an alluring temptation.  When our evil desire prompts us to take the bait, we are caught by the hook concealed within. Whenever that happens, says James, we have no one to blame but ourselves.

When Harry S. Truman assumed the presidency during a very difficult time in our nation’s history, he placed a plaque on his desk for all to read: “The Buck Stops Here.”  Likewise, during our difficulties and trials, James would have us to know that we cannot blame anyone else – especially God – for whatever wrong choices we may make.  Instead, we are to place our hands over our hearts, and say, along with Harry S. Truman, “The buck stops here.”

B. The Consequences of Yielding to Temptation (vv. 15-16). In verse 15, James describes what happens to those who allow their sinful desires to run their course unchecked. It’s the story of three generations. Desire is pictured as the grandmother, who conceives and gives birth to sin, (her daughter). If the daughter becomes full grown, she gives birth to death (the granddaughter): “After desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full grown, gives birth to death.”

Death means separation. Physical death is the separation of the soul from the body; spiritual death is the separation of the soul from God; eternal death is the separation of the soul from God forever. In this context, the primary reference seems to be spiritual death. Such is the consequence of caving to the evil desires of one’s heart.

What follows is the warning: “Do not be deceived, my dear brothers” (v. 16). As Douglas Moo has noted, “This verse serves as a transition between verses 12-15 and 17-18. Attributing to God an evil intent – tempting people – is a serious matter. James wants to make sure that his readers are not deceived about this. Far from enticing to evil, God is the source of every good gift (v. 17), one of the greatest of which is the new birth (v. 18).”

C. The Benevolent Character of God (vv. 17-18). The goodness of God is the ultimate reason why He never entices us to sin or does anything to harm our faith.  James’ doctrine of God’s goodness emphasizes two important truths.

First, there is nothing good in this world that does not have its origin from “above,”  descending from the Father of Lights: “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows” (v. 17).  As the Father of heavenly lights, God has created the sun, the moon, and the stars (Ps. 74:16; 136:7-9) – a prime example of His good gifts.  But unlike changing shifting shadows, God’s character is unchanging (or immutable).  Since He is unwavering in His goodness, His intentions for us are always good and never evil (Cf. Rom. 8:28; Jer. 29:11).

Second, the best of God’s good gifts is His sovereign choice to save us (v. 18): “He chose to give us birth” (regeneration) . . . How? “through the word of truth” (the proclamation of the gospel) . . . Why? “that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all He created” (a visible token of God’s renewing work, which anticipates His transformation of the entire universe; Rom. 8:22-23; Rev. 21:3-5). This is unquestionably one of the great texts affirming the sovereignty and majesty of God.

More than anything else, this passage reminds us that the Christian life is a spiritual struggle.  Far too often, too many of us face the day giving little thought to the deceptive power of indwelling sin.  But this “evil desire” is always lurking within us, and never at rest. We will always face the temptation to cave to social pressure, or to follow that enticing link on the internet, or to tell that “little white lie,” or to “bad-mouth” a neighbor or family member, or to spend money to gratify our selfish desires, or ignore the sign, “No turn on red.”  

Whenever we are faced with these many temptations, James would have us take our eyes off the bait, look ahead to the consequences, and never ever doubt God’s unchanging goodness and love. Far from enticing us to evil, God is always for us. He never wants us to fail, and He has provided every possible gift of grace to enable us to resist temptation. Above all, He is the source of every good and perfect gift!

Let thy goodness, like a fetter, 
Bind my wandering heart to thee;
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it; 
Prone to leave the God I love;
Here’s my heart, Lord, take and seal it, 
Seal it for thy courts above.
Robert Robinson (1758)





