Exploding the Excuses on Self-Control #2

“I Can’t Help It!”

selected Scriptures

Excuses, excuses.

Our world is filled with excuses. What do I mean? Excuses are explanations or justifications that one gives to avoid blame or responsibility for their actions. They often serve to make a situation seem less serious or to justify a failure to meet obligations.

We’ve all done it. We’ve rationalized and justified our actions, or we’ve thrown our hands up in the air and said, “I can’t help it. It’s just the way I am.” Whatever the reason, by making excuses we give ourselves permission to sin.
 Some of us are very good at it. But as Benjamin Franklin wrote, “I never knew a man who was good at making excuses who was good at anything else.”

Unfortunately this is true of many followers of Jesus. Too many Christians are mental escape artists and refuse to face their shortcomings and weaknesses as sin. Just because escapism is a common practice of our day, there is no excuse for Christians to indulge in it. Be a realist. The Bible tells us in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” Either that statement is true or false.

Why are we so good at making excuses? Look back to the definition of excuses: “explanations or justifications that one gives to avoid blame or responsibility for their actions.” We try to avoid blame or responsibility. So we make excuses, and one of the most popular excuses is, “I can’t help it!”

The truth is, we can help it. 

In fact, we are ultimately the only ones who can help it. True, we can receive assistance from others and our power from God, but only we are responsible for our choices. 

Yet we are not left on our own. Tonight, as we explode the excuse of “I can’t help it,” we will see that there is always an example, an escape, and an energy to meet the challenges we face.

There Is Always an Example

First, there is always an example for us to follow. Hebrews 4:15 says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” Of course, this is referring to Jesus, our Great High Priest. Matthew 4:1-11 records one encounter with temptation:
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” 

Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 

Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: ‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” 

Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” 

Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’” 

Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him.
Often you and I have a tendency to use our sinful nature as an excuse for giving in to temptation. We say, “Well, I’m only human. I can’t help it if my sinful nature keeps getting the best of me. God knows I can’t be perfect. Surely He will be more lenient with me.” But we don’t need a new body to defeat Satan. We have the same resources at our disposal that our Lord used when He met Satan in the wilderness. By using these resources and learning from His example, we can resist Satan’s temptations just as He did.

Some have wondered, “How can the author of Hebrews say that Jesus was ‘tempted in every way, just as we are’? He didn’t face the temptations I face in the modern day!” That’s a fair question. What I believe the Bible means by this is that Jesus faced every category of temptation, just as we are. We read in 1 John 2:16, “For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world.” I believe this verse gives us the three categories of sin: the lust of the flesh (what feels good); the lust of the eyes (what looks good); and the pride of life (what makes us look good). All three were at work in Genesis 3:6, “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food (lust of the flesh) and pleasing to the eye (lust of the eye), and also desirable for gaining wisdom (pride of life), she took some and ate it.” 
All three were also present in Matthew 4: turning stones into bread (lust of the flesh); all the kingdoms of the world (lust of the eyes); and jumping off the pinnacle of the Temple to be caught by angels on the way down (pride of life). The difference was, Adam and Eve gave in to temptation while Jesus did not.

“That’s not fair—Jesus was God!” you might object. True, He was God, but He was also fully human. He was every bit as human as we are, just without a sin nature. Jesus’ example for us has taken away our excuse; He has provided us the power to overcome if we dare to believe Him. We need to be honest about temptation and not say, “I can’t help it”; if we are tempted, we must be honest and say, “I won’t.”
 There is always an example we can follow.
There Is Always an Escape

Next, there is always an escape. One of the great promises in the Bible is found in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “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.” I used to get hung up on that phrase, “common to man.” What does that mean? The New Living Translation puts it this way: “Remember that the temptations that come into your life are no different from what others experience.” We are tempted just like Adam and Eve were, just like Jesus was, just like people all of the world are right now.
The Greek word translated “temptation” can refer to tests that challenge the integrity of one’s faith. But it can also refer to “temptations,” things that appeal to our sinful tendencies and challenge our moral integrity. In the context of 1 Corinthians 10:13, Paul seems to have in mind the everyday snares of sin.

You may sometimes feel that a temptation is too overpowering for you to bear, but that’s a lie from Satan. God has promised never to allow more on you than he puts within you to handle it. He will not permit any temptation that you cannot overcome.

Here’s the really great news: God is not simply a spectator of the affairs of life; He is concerned and active. Believers can count on his help. He will always make “a way out.” This word denotes a mountain pass. The imagery is that of an army trapped in rugged country, which manages to escape from an impossible situation through a mountain pass. The assurance of this verse is a permanent comfort and strength to believers. Our trust is in the faithfulness of God.

But here’s the catch. God will always provide an exit sign when we are tempted to sin. Yet He will not push us through it! He will not pick us up and carry us out the door! We must exercise our own will—it’s all about choices—and choose to leave through the escape route designed by God.

Sometimes this means physically leaving a tempting situation. This is one time it is okay to run away. Paul had a simple word for this: Flee! The Greek term means “high tail it out of there!” He wrote in 1 Corinthians 6:18, “Flee from sexual immorality”; in 1 Corinthians 10:14, “Flee from idolatry”; in 1 Timothy 6:11, referring to materialism and greed, “But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness”; and in 2 Timothy 2:22, “Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart.” There is nothing cowardly about running from temptation. When God gives us an escape route, we need to take it!

Think about Joseph in Genesis 39, when tempted by Potiphar’s wife to sin. Verses 11-12 are very dramatic: “One day he went into the house to attend to his duties, and none of the household servants was inside. She caught him by his cloak and said, ‘Come to bed with me!’ But he left his cloak in her hand and ran out of the house.”
What did Joseph do? He ran! Potiphar’s wife thought she had him trapped. They were all alone. They were together. But in that moment of truth, he ran from the temptation…literally!

We need to do the same. Get up and turn off the television set or the computer monitor. Walk away from a group that is gossiping. Leave the theater in the middle of the movie. To avoid being stung, stay away from the bees. Do whatever is necessary to turn your attention to something else.

Notice in the verses where Paul instructed Timothy to flee from temptation, he also advised him to pursue other things. The activity is the same—run—but the direction is different. When we say, “No” to sin we need to say “Yes” to something positive.

The bottom line is, we can overcome temptation in any given case; no matter how great we feel our temptations are, there is no temptation too great to endure.
 There is always an escape.

There Is Always an Energy

Finally, there is always an energy to resist temptation and to practice self-control. Remember Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” How does this happen? Through the Holy Spirit who lives within us. This is how John could write in 1 John 4:4, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” For every Christian, God the Holy Spirit literally lives inside of you, providing the energy to say, “no” to evil and say, “yes” to good. 

This morning’s message centered on Paul’s words in Titus 2:11-12, “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.” We usually think of the grace of God is that which saves us, but here the grace of God sanctifies us, too. The word “grace” in Greek can also be translated “gift,” and I believe Paul is referring here to the undeserved gift of the Holy Spirit that God gives to every believer in Jesus. 

Just as in his words to Timothy earlier, Paul gives a positive as well as a negative statement to Titus. Negatively, the Spirit of God enables us to say, “no” to sin, and positively He energizes us “to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in this present age.” This is not referring to our eternal state; this is speaking of our lives here and now. When it comes to resisting sin and choosing right, “Yes, We Can!” is more than a nice political slogan. It is the truth.

As Christians, we have no excuses. We can’t legitimately say, “I can’t help it!” There is always an example of how it should be done, always an escape from doing wrong, and always an energy available to do the right thing.

Let’s stop making excuses and start exercising our God-given ability of self-control.
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