Exploding the Excuses on Self-Control #1

“The Devil Made Me Do It”

selected Scriptures

Throughout the year 2025 I want to focus our attention on “Sharpening Your Spiritual Skills.” Last Sunday morning I introduced this subject with the words of Jesus in John 13:17, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” We also considered James 1:19-22,

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.

The first spiritual skill we will address is self-control. New Year’s is a popular time for personal resolutions, and many of those resolutions deals with self-control one way or another. We either want to start doing something we aren’t or we want to stop doing something we shouldn’t. Self-control is necessary in both pursuits.

Yet the vast majority of these efforts end in failure…and fast! I heard a television commercial recently refer to “Quitter’s Day.” I had not heard of that before, so I looked it up, and sure enough, there is such a thing as Quitter’s Day! It is held on the second Friday in January. This year, it falls on January 10. In 2019, extensive research was conducted by Strava—a social network for athletes—and it was found that approximately 80% of people who made New Year’s resolutions have tapped out by the second week of January.
 Two weeks! How’s that for resolve!

James W. Moore has written a book with an eye-catching title: Yes, Lord, I Have Sinned, But I Have Several Excellent Excuses! In it he writes, “Yes, we have several excellent excuses for just about everything we have done or might want to do. Whatever the situation, there is an ever-ready excuse available.”

This is nothing new. Jesus taught a parable in Luke 14:16-20,
Jesus replied: “A certain man was preparing a great banquet and invited many guests. At the time of the banquet he sent his servant to tell those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is now ready.’ 

“But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said, ‘I have just bought a field, and I must go and see it. Please excuse me.’ 

“Another said, ‘I have just bought five yoke of oxen, and I’m on my way to try them out. Please excuse me.’ 

“Still another said, ‘I just got married, so I can’t come.’” 

The story has some strange elements, but one central truth here needs to be underscored: We can make excuses for almost anything we want to do or don’t want to do, but God sees through them—and our excuses may be the very things that are keeping us out of God’s party…out of God’s kingdom and out of God’s presence.

For our evening sermons in the month of January, I want to explode the excuses on self-control we so conveniently hide behind. Our first excuse is a common one, and it dates back to the very beginning of time.

The Untrue Accusations

Turn to Genesis 3, where we read about the first sin in the human race. God had clearly instructed Adam and Eve not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, but in the opening verses of this chapter, they both gave into the temptation of the serpent and ate the forbidden fruit. In Genesis 3:11-13 God confronts the guilty pair:

And the Lord said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” 

The man said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” 

Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?” 

The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
Adam immediately began to blame Eve for his action; Eve, in turn, blamed the serpent for tempting her. Evasion, blaming, finger-pointing, superiority, bitterness, and pride—all the elements of social breakdown are right there in the early chapters of Genesis.

Years ago Flip Wilson’s character Geraldine popularized the phrase, “The devil made me do it!” This excuse, however, has been around since Eve.
 And we still hear (and use) it today. In a cartoon, a woman had bought a very expensive new dress, and her husband asked why she had been so extravagant. She replied, “The devil made me do it.”

“Well,” the husband asked, “why didn’t you say ‘Get thee behind me, Satan’?”

“I did,” explained the wife. “But he said the dress looked as good in the back as it did in front, so I bought it.”

Back to Genesis 3, the serpent did not blame anyone; he didn’t even seem to mind being blamed. Satan wants us to believe that he can make us sin so that we give in to his temptations. One of the Devil’s biggest lies when it comes to our behavior is that it’s not our fault. He doesn’t mind taking the blame himself, even though he doesn’t deserve it, because he knows that when we convince ourselves that our sin is not our fault, we have removed the only opportunity for overcoming it.

The truth is, Satan cannot make us sin. From time to time you might hear people who have a fatalistic attitude toward sin saying, “I couldn’t help myself” or “The Devil made me do it.” Such excuses are foolish for Christians to make since God has given us the means to resist temptation.
 The Bible says in James 4:7, “Resist the devil and he will flee from you.” Peter writes in 1 Peter 5:9, “Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.” He cannot make us sin, and when we resist him, he must move on. 

Eve wasn’t the only one pointing fingers away from herself, though. Notice what Adam said: “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” Wow! Not only does he through Eve under the bus, he blames God, too! We will delve into this topic in a later message in this series, but we should at least look at James 1:13, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone…” God cannot tempt anyone to sin. The accusations of “the devil made me do it” and “God made me do it” are equally untrue.

The Unpopular Analysis

So if it isn’t the fault of the devil or God, where does the blame lie? James gives us the unpopular analysis in James 1:14-15, “…but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.”

The blame lies, in fact, within ourselves. The word James uses for desire does not necessarily have a bad meaning. Some English translations use the word “lust,” but that is unwarranted.
 Even the niv rendering “evil desire” reads too much into it; the original Greek does not have the adjective “evil” here, though it does appear in the previous verse. The normal desires of life were given to us by God and, of themselves, are not sinful. Without these desires, we could not function. Unless we felt hunger and thirst, we would never eat and drink, and we would die. Without fatigue, the body would never rest and would eventually wear out. Sex is a normal desire; without it the human race could not continue. It is when we want to satisfy these desires in ways outside God’s will that we get into trouble. Eating is normal; gluttony is sin. Sleep is normal; laziness is sin.

Satan takes normal human desires and turns them into temptations to sin. The term “enticed” is actually a fishing term, meaning, “to bait.”
 Just as in the Garden of Eden, Satan took a natural desire—eating—and used it as bait to tempt Adam and Eve to sin—to obtain knowledge and control not meant for them. Temptation is not, in and of itself, sin. Satan uses temptation to lure us through our own sin nature to disobey God.

Paul refers to this in Romans 7:14-24,

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?

I know this is an unpopular analysis—our culture wants to believe that human beings are innately good—but this is the truth. We know it from God’s Word, and, if we’re honest, we know it from personal experience.

The Uncomfortable Admissions

This brings us to the uncomfortable admissions. Since we cannot blame God or the devil for our lack of self-control, we must we must realize that the greatest enemy you and I have is ourselves.
 This leads to three painful confessions we must make.

The first is, “I have sinned.” Adam and Eve did everything they could to avoid saying this. King David tried multiple ways to cover up his sin with Bathsheba—leading to even more sin! But only when he admitted to the prophet Nathan, “I have sinned,” could healing begin. In Luke 18, Jesus spoke of a Pharisee who went to the temple and “prayed” (if you could call it that) about what a good person he was. But in verse 13 Jesus continued, “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’” Which prayer do you think God honored? The bottom line is, God is more interested in forgiving our sins than in hearing our excuses.

The second uncomfortable admission is similar: “I am responsible.” An ancient proverb says, “A bad workman always blames his tools.” Responsible persons are mature people who have taken charge of themselves and their conduct, who own their actions and own up to them—who answer for them. Finding someone else to blame, denying irresponsibility, and hiding behind lies seem to be the order of the day. We need less of Geraldine saying, “The devil made me do it,” and more like President Harry Truman who had a sign on his desk that said, “The buck stops here.” He wasn’t afraid to take responsibility.
 Satan presents the temptation to sin, packaged up pretty, but we are responsible for the decision we make. Temptations come like the proverbial fork in the road. We determine our destiny by how we respond.
 We can blame anyone, but as long as we waste our energy fixing the blame, we cannot fix the problem.

The third uncomfortable admission turns the corner: “I can do better.” Rather than focusing on the negatives of the past, this looks forward with a positive outlook. Often we look to excuses and scapegoats because we have convinced ourselves we can’t resist temptation. 

We are not alone in the struggle. God is faithful in helping us resist temptation: 1 Corinthians 10:13 promises, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” No believer can legitimately claim that he was overwhelmed by temptation or that “the devil made me do it.” When our faithfulness is tested, we have God’s own faithfulness as our resource. Paul writes in 2 Thessalonians 3:3, “The Lord is faithful, and He will strengthen and protect you from the evil one.”

These promises, though, do not absolve us from our responsibility. Resisting temptation is not a passive exercise; we must be on the alert to recognize Satan’s temptations, praying for God’s intervention and strength, for only in His grace and power do we avoid indulging in that which is evil and contrary to God’s will.
 But the great truth underlying all of this is: it can be done! The Bible says in 1 John 4:4, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” Instead of making excuses, we need to rely on the power of the Holy Spirit and resist the persuasions of Satan.
What God wants is not excuses, but repentance and commitment. Yes, we have sinned, and we may have several excellent excuses, but God sees through them. And He’s much more interested in repentance, forgiveness, and commitment, anyway.
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