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Faith Questions: Can I Withstand Temptation?    Sunday, 2/18/18 

1 Social scientists have come up with a new label for something we already know we 

sometimes suffer from. It’s called “Uncertainty Avoidance.”1 Uncertainty avoidance is the 

tendency to avoid situations or questions that don’t have easy, black-or-white solutions or 

answers. People or churches or even entire countries can have a greater or lesser tolerance 

for uncertainty. A high degree of uncertainty avoidance can lead us to rush to closure 

without being open to alternative perspectives, to resist change that’s necessary for growth, 

and to prefer hard and fast rules rather than a more graceful flexibility. 

Uncertainty avoidance takes on an interesting dimension in our faith lives. Our 

Sunday School lessons tend to present the Bible, God, and the Church in black-or-white 

terms. But as we get older and more mature in our thinking and or faith, we begin to 

discover that many of the great questions of the Christian faith have remained ambiguous or 

unanswered across the millennia. For example, anyone who offers you a simple explanation 

of why God allows evil (like the school shooting in Florida last week) is either naïve or 

perhaps high on the uncertainty avoidance scale. There are many aspects of our faith walk 

that simply invite us to wrestle with God, like Jacob. 

Today we’re at the beginning of a Lenten journey of asking ourselves seven faith 

questions. Although the questions themselves suggest yes-or-no answers, the real action for 

us isn’t so much in the answers as in the asking ourselves the questions. Each of you should 

have received one of these mirror cards as you entered worship today. If you didn’t be sure 

to pick one up in the lobby. The mirror on the card is there to remind you that these 

questions are not for your neighbor, your spouse, or your children- they’re for you. You can 

put this card on your refrigerator or somewhere else you’ll see it, but let this mirror, or any 

other mirror you peer into this Lenten season, be a reminder to you to intentionally reflect on 

your walk with God. Let the mirrors in your life guide you into a closer walk with Jesus, 

preparing your heart for the palm parade into Jerusalem, the last Passover supper in the 

upper room, the betrayal in the garden of Gethsemane, the crucifixion at Golgotha, and then, 

finally, the glory of the empty tomb on Easter Sunday. 

                                                 
1 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/sideways-view/201512/tolerance-ambiguity-and-uncertainty-avoidance 
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2 Our first question for reflection is “Can I withstand temptation.” Temptations of all 

sorts are part and parcel to the human condition. Temptation is such a common denominator 

of our experience that a picture like this can tell you a story that doesn’t need any 

explanation. I love M&M cookies. Am I the only one here who would have that cookie jar 

completely emptied within about 15 minutes?  

Some temptations may seem to carry less spiritual jeopardy than others- the 

temptation to steal or murder, for example, as opposed to the temptation speak an unkind 

word- but underneath every temptation is an underlying attitude about who we are, who God 

is, and whether we make choices in life to serve ourselves or to serve God. The reason that 

Gluttony has long been lifted up as a deadly sin is not because of the carbs and fat in M&M 

cookies!  

Earlier we heard how Jesus withstood his temptation in the wilderness. In our next 

account from Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth, he recalls the failure of the Hebrew 

people to withstand temptation during their wilderness wanderings and then offers us hope 

for the temptations we face today. I’m reading from 1Corinthians, selected verses from 

Chapter 10 in the Message paraphrase. 

{Read 1Corinthians 10:1, 5-6, 10-14 (MSG)}. 

3 Temptation is often parodied as two little debating figures sitting on the shoulders of 

the afflicted, each one shouting their case to the would-be temptee. I’m not sure what 

particular temptation Homer Simpson is wrestling with in this picture- possibly whether to 

eat another donut- but humor is one way that we try to shrug off the deadly seriousness of 

the spiritual temptations we face each day.  

When we ask ourselves the question, “Can I Withstand Temptation,” I think an honest 

first answer is this: Sometimes I can, sometimes I can’t, and sometimes I really don’t even 

want to try. It’s a complicated question that deserves some deep thought. Perhaps a better 

way to ask the question is this: How can I begin to cultivate a holy heart today that craves 

godliness more than sinfulness? Isn’t that the real question? How can we intentionally and 

consistently choose to listen the promptings of the Holy Spirit (that would be the Homer 

Simpson in the white with wings) and resist the dude with the pitchfork? 

The most important starting point is to believe that we do indeed have a choice to 
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either withstand or give in to temptation. Satan can’t make you do anything and God 

certainly won’t make you choose wisely. Every day is full of choices: some with the 

potential to draw us closer to God and some that will take us in the opposite direction. 

4 Once we accept full responsibility for our choices, one of the most crucial lifestyles 

we can adopt to increase our resistance to temptation is to saturate our minds and hearts with 

the Word of God. In Paul’s letter, he appeals to a lesson from history found in the Old 

Testament. He calls the failure of the Hebrews to resist temptation danger signs! There really 

aren’t any new sins in the 21st century, just reinventions of old ones. Instead of worshipping a 

golden calf we worship a 4K flat panel TV. The Scriptures are full of examples of those who 

gave into temptation and the consequences of their folly: Adam and Eve ate fruit from the 

forbidden tree; David committed adultery and murder; Samson gave into Delilah. If we’re 

honest, we can often recognize ourselves in some of these unflattering narratives of sin. 

Reading these stories and allowing ourselves to identify with these people can help us see 

the consequences that lie in our own futures if we continue to indulge in temptations. 

The Bible also recounts positive examples for us to emulate: Joseph was able to 

escape the temptation of Potiphar’s wife by running away from her; Elisha and Peter refused 

bribes by remaining clear that they were serving God; Jesus was able to withstand the 

temptations in the wilderness by clearly and consistently relating each temptation to the 

Scriptures. Reading these stories and allowing ourselves to identify with these people can 

help us see a path forward that avoids bringing destruction in our own lives and the lives of 

those around us. When we’re wrestling with our competing affections for God and the world 

God has given us, marinating our hearts and minds in the Word of God is a first line of 

defense. 

5 It’s been an awful influenza season this year. Maybe there’s something to learn from 

it about withstanding temptation. What do we know about avoiding the flu? Don’t hang 

around places and people who are sick, right? Yes, I know that Jesus hung out with the most 

notorious sinners and we’re called to do the same thing. But we’re not Jesus, so when we do 

hang out with people who are carrying the equivalent of the spiritual flu, engaging in 

behaviors that we know are going to be temptations to us, we need to put on a mask, wash 

our hands frequently, and avoid putting our hands in our eyes, nose, or mouth. What might 
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that look like spiritually? When we know that temptations are on the horizon- and let’s be 

honest, we often do knowingly walk into situations where we know we’ll be tempted- then 

just like handwashing, we need to pray our way in and pray our way out.  

Washing our hands when we’re sick is a good idea, but it’s an even better idea to be in 

the habit of washing our hands to avoid getting sick. The same thing is true of prayer. A 

healthy diet of prayer can help us recognize temptation for what it is and remind us of whose 

we are. And when the flames of temptation are burning their hottest, going to Jesus in prayer 

reminds us that it’s the power of God, and not our own power, that will ultimately deliver us 

from sin.  God will always provide us a way to resist temptation, provided we’ve tuned our 

hearts to rely on God rather than ourselves. 

6 The apostle James offers a succinct recipe for deliverance from temptation: “So 

humble yourselves before God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” I know you’ve 

heard the phrase, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” But did you notice what 

comes immediately before it? “So humble yourselves before God.” Humble submission to 

God’s will is a crucial key to withstanding temptation.  

I want you to think about something you’ve been tempted by recently, something that 

you know could hurt you or hurt someone else, something that you know violates your 

relationship with Jesus and grieves God’s Holy Spirit. Can you think of something? 

Resisting temptation implies standing against it with all of who you are. How strongly do 

you think you’ll resist a temptation if you have one foot in God’s camp and another foot in 

your own? Humble submission to God mean’s taking fully to heart what we pray every week 

in the Lord’s Prayer: “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done.” 

So can I withstand temptation? An honest answer is: sometimes yes, sometimes no, 

and sometimes I might not even want to try. The better question to reflect on this week is 

this: How can I begin to cultivate a holy heart that craves godliness more than sinfulness? 

There really are no simple answers, but there is one thing we can count on. Whenever we 

eagerly, faithfully, intentionally seek to reflect on our walk with God, we’ve already taken 

an important step forward. 
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