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The conversion of Augustine of Hippo stands to this day as one of the most famous accounts of spiritual 
transformation in human history. In AD 386, at the age of 33, Augustine had reached a crisis point. Though for 
many years he had been oblivious to the depravity of his immorality and obsession with worldly success, he 
gradually became aware of the evil of his ways—and of his powerlessness to change. He recounts the depth of 
his sorrow at this point in his life with these words: “But when a deep consideration had from the secret bottom 
of my soul drawn together and heaped up all my misery in the sight of my heart; there arose a mighty storm, 
bringing a mighty shower of tears” (Confessions, Book 8, Chapter 12). On one particular day the agony reached 
a climax while he was spending time with his friend, Alypius. Sensing that no friend could solve this sorrow, 
Augustine recused himself to weep alone in a backyard garden. What happened next was miraculous. Augustine 
himself writes, 
 

So was I speaking and weeping in the most bitter contrition of my heart, when, lo! I heard from a neighboring 
house a voice, as of boy or girl ... chanting, and oft repeating, ‘Take up and read; Take up and read’ [Tolle Lege 
... Tolle Lege]. Instantly, my countenance altered, I began to think most intently whether children were wont in 
any kind of play to sing such words: nor could I remember ever to have heard the like. So checking the torrent 
of my tears, I arose; interpreting it to be no other than a command from God to open the book, and read the 
first chapter I should find. Eagerly then I returned to the place where Alypius was sitting; for there had I laid the 
volume of the Apostle when I arose thence. I seized, opened, and in silence read that section on which my eyes 
first fell. (Confessions, 8.12) 

 

The text he happened upon was Romans 13:13–14, “. . . not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual 
promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision 
for the flesh in regard to its lusts.” Augustine continues, “No further would I read; nor needed I: for instantly at 
the end of this sentence, by a light as it were of serenity infused into my heart, all the darkness of doubt vanished 
away” (Confessions, 8.12). At that moment, Augustine’s enslavement to sex and obsession with fame ended. 
 

The text that was instrumental in Augustine’s conversion identifies an issue of extreme importance to the 
Christian. It is the issue of desire—or as the NASB translates it in Romans 13:14, “lust.” What is this desire? From 
where does it originate? How does it operate? What is its relationship to man’s other faculties—particularly to 
his mind? 
 

These are all enormously important questions, especially in a series of study related to the Christian mind. One 
of the best places to turn to for answers is James 1:13–15. The three consecutive theses that James makes in 
that passage provide an essential foundation upon which to building a biblical understanding of desire. 

  

James begins, “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by 
evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone” (v. 13). These words comprise the key exhortation of the entire 
passage; everything that follows is explanatory. So why does James give this strong exhortation? 
 

In the preceding section (vv. 2–12), James’s focus was on the difficult hardships that his readers were 
experiencing. He begins by stating, “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing 
that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be 
perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (vv. 2–4). He concludes the section with an encouragement: “Blessed 
is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the 

“Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He 
Himself does not tempt anyone. But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust. 

Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death.” 
—James 1:13–15 (NASB) 

I.  God does not entice you toward evil (James 1:13). 
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Lord has promised to those who love Him” (v. 12). Essentially, James consoles his readers by emphasizing God’s 
sovereignty and purpose in trials. He is the sovereign source from which they come. He is the one who “tests.” 
Knowing this gives confidence to the Christian. Difficult circumstances have purpose because of God’s design. 
 

But God’s sovereignty in testing could easily be misunderstood, and that is why James transitions in v. 13 to issue 
an important qualification. He states, “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’ . . . .” (v. 
13a). The Greek word for the verb “to tempt”—used a total of three times in v. 13, and once as a related 
adjective—is the word πειράζω (peirazō). But it is from this verb that the noun “trial” (πειρασμός, peirasmos—
cf. vv. 2, 12) is also derived. So, for the Greek-speaker, the verb πειράζω and the noun πειρασμός could refer 
either to: (1) testing from external pressures; or to (2) enticement from internal pull. To differentiate, contextual 
clues were necessary. Thus, when speaking of God as the source of testing from external pressures, it was 
important for James at the same time to qualify that God was in no way the source of the enticement to evil that 
James’s readers also experienced. 
 

While God can and does send external testing, He never creates the internal enticement to evil. James provides 
two reasons for this: “for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone” (v. 13b). James 
points to the very character of God and asserts that His righteousness precludes Him from ever being the source 
of temptation to sin. Literally, God is “untemptable.” Evil never appeals to Him; to the contrary, He hates it. 
Consequently, He would never lure anyone into its trap. (A little later in the same section, James will describe 
what God is the source of—“every good thing given and every perfect gift” [v. 17], demonstrated most vividly in 
the gift of regeneration [v. 18].) To identify the true source of this internal pull, we must look elsewhere. 

 

In contrast to the denial in v. 13, James describes the real source of the internal pull toward evil: “But each one 
is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust” (v. 14). To emphasize the individual, personal 
location of the spring of evil desire, James uses unusual word order with emphatic pronouns to emphasize that 
the problem of enticement to evil is ultimately not a problem of environment or community, but of the self. 
Indeed, external allurements toward evil do exist—such as the enticement by Satan (cf. 4:7) or by other human 
beings. But what makes those external allurements so influential is that a man’s own internal propensity toward 
evil is already operating within. It joins with these external allurements to compound the influence. 
 

To further explain the nature of this inward pull, James employs the analogy of fishing and hunting to describe 
how it operates. Two kinds of actions are involved: (1) being “carried away”; and (2) begin “enticed” (v. 14). Both 
descriptions were commonly employed in James’s day to explain how fishermen and hunters operate. To catch 
the fish, a lure is employed to draw the fish out from the weeds or underwater crevasses in order to snag it. To 
catch the quail, food or water is set out to draw the bird out of the woods and into the net.  
 

And what empowers this activity? The individual’s “own lust” (v. 14). The word James uses for “lust” is the Greek 
word ἐπιθυμία (epithymia)—a word that can be neutrally translated as “desire.” The term speaks of the feeling 
of a real or perceived need—the response one has to a lack of something deemed important. In the New 
Testament, the term is on rare occasion used to describe the want of something good (cf. Phil 1:23; 1 Tim 3:1; 
1 Thess 2:17), but predominantly it is used in a negative sense to describe “a desire for something forbidden.” 
Thus, most of the time the term is translated as “lust.” 
 

James’s assertion that “forbidden desire” (“lust”) is inherent to each individual is crucial to understand. The 
enticement to evil—the process of temptation—cannot be blamed on God, social conditioning, or on other 
environmental factors. One’s community or upbringing may entrench and exacerbate the desire, but the 
individual himself remains fully responsible. The root of the entire problem lies within.  
 

Moreover, James’s assertion here on internal, fleshly desire (ἐπιθυμία, epithymia) as the cause of temptation 
emphasizes the fact that most of a man’s temptations comes from fleshly cravings—cravings based on a 
corrupted sense of what the body needs in terms of satisfaction and pleasure. Yes, there are other forms of 
temptation that arise from other internal sources. But the chief source remains the body. The Apostle John 

II.  Your own desire is what entices you (James 1:14). 
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suggests this with his three-fold categorization of the causes of temptation: “For all that is in the world, the lust 
[ἐπιθυμία] of the flesh and the lust [ἐπιθυμία] of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, 
but is from the world” (1 John 2:16). Two of the three sources relate to physical senses and appetites.  
 

How, then, do these desires “carry away” and “entice”? Based on James 1:14–15 and 
other biblical texts, it is helpful to consider the process in three stages: (1) It begins 
with a feeling of perceived (sinful) need (“suggestion”). (2) It continues when the flesh 
appeals to the mind to take steps to meet this need; crucial in the appeal is the 
presentation of a false reality (“enticement”). (3) The process is completed when the 
mind is convinced by desire’s deceit and consents to act upon its dictates (“consent”).  
 

At the heart of the process is deceit. The body lies to the mind. It describes a state of 
affairs and needs that are untrue. For the unbeliever, the mind will in turn operate in 
lockstep with the body; the deceit will be no big problem. But for the believer, the moment of fleshly temptation 
creates the moment of warfare. The mind must discern the flesh’s deceit and reject its appeal. When it fails to 
do so, sin results. As John Owen states, “The first thing, therefore, that sin aims at in its deceitful working, is to 
draw off and divert the mind from the discharge of its duty” (Indwelling Sin, 217). He also states,  
 

Sinful desire “hides what ought to be seen and considered, conceals circumstances and consequences, presents 
what is not, or things as they are not. . . . This is the nature of deceit; it is a representation of a matter under 
disguise, hiding that which is undesirable, proposing that which indeed is not in it, that the mind may make a false 
judgment of it.” (Owen, Indwelling Sin, 213–14) 

 

On a related note, James 1:14 identifies an important truth that contrasts our experience of temptation with that 
of Jesus Christ. Indeed, Hebrews 4:15 states that “we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our 
weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin.” Yet, the writer of Hebrews 
also asserts that Jesus remained “holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners” (Heb 7:26). Consequently, 
we must acknowledge that Jesus’ experience of temptation differs from ours in that He was never tempted from 
within, from any inherent “lust” (James 1:14). He was “undefiled” and “innocent.” His temptation was exclusively 
from without—from Satan (e.g., Matt 4:1–11) and from other men (e.g., Matt 16:1). In fact, He was tempted in 
this manner far greater than any other human being has ever experienced. All the forces of external temptation 
were aimed directly at Him. He experienced them all, in their hottest fury, and resisted each one. 

James closes his exhortation with a vivid description of temptation’s outcome: “Then when lust has conceived, 
it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death” (v. 15). James now switches from the 
analogy of the hunt to the analogy of reproduction. To describe the process of moving from initial suggestion to 
final result, he uses the ideas of conception, gestation, and birth. 
 

The first part of James’s analogy describes the process of moving from the experience of temptation to the 
commission of sin. When the bait (sinful desire) has been fertilized (consented to by the mind), it brings into the 
world real sin. Thus, sin is the immediate result when the mind consents to the deceptive lure of the sinful flesh.  
 

The second part of James’s analogy—using different terms but the same metaphor—describes the process of 
moving from the commission of sin to the experience of its consequences. When sin runs its course, it gives birth 
to or brings to full term death (cf. Gen 2:17). Thus, destruction and death are the ultimate results when sin is 
produced by the flesh’s free reign. This devastating description stands in stark contrast to what God brings forth 
by the means of His word: “In the exercise of His will He brought us forth [same verb as ‘bring forth’ in v. 15b] 
by the word of truth, so that we would be a kind of first fruits among His creatures” (James 1:18). 

III.  And destruction is desire’s final outcome (James 1:15) 

Anatomy of Flesh-
Inspired Temptation: 

 

1. Suggestion 
 

2. Enticement 
 

3. Consent 
 
 
 

“He [Jesus] was free from inherent sin. Nowhere in the structures of his being was there any sin. Satan had no 
foothold in him. There was no lust. There was no affinity with sin. There was no proclivity to sin. There was no 

possibility of temptation from within. In no respect was he fallen and in no respect was his nature corrupt.”  
—D. Macleod, The Person of Christ, 222 
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1. Acknowledge the real reason for your enticement. You cannot blame God—you cannot say, “This is just how 
God made me” or “This is just what God gave to me” (cf. Gen 3:12). You cannot blame your environment—
you cannot say, “This is just how I was raised” or “Someone else made me do it.” Your sin is the result of 
your conscious consent to the deception of your inherent lust. Take full responsibility. As Jerry Bridges states,  
 

It is our own evil desires that lead us into temptation. We may think we merely respond to outward 
temptations that are presented to us. But the truth is, our evil desires are constantly searching out 
temptations to satisfy their insatiable lusts (James 1:14).  (The Pursuit of Holiness, 63–64) 

 

2. Understand the rightful consequence of such enticement. The deceitful flesh tells you that you will be better 
off if you consent to its pressure—or at the very least, you won’t be harmed. But capitulating to the flesh 
brings only destruction. For the unbeliever enslaved to lust, this consequence is ultimate in nature—eternal 
destruction. For the Christian freed by the power of the gospel, this consequence is temporal, but still 
painful. While God’s grace and cleansing are always extended to His children (1 John 1:9), He does not 
remove all the consequences. These consequences can take the form of a guilty conscience, long-term 
regrets, wounded relationships, a damaged testimony, a lost job, an estranged family, and so on.  
 

It is far better to reflect upon and anticipate the consequences far before they ever become a possibility. 
Scripture’s warning in this matter is intended as a means to motivate the appropriate action now with 
respect to potential desires. Think much about the consequences if . . . 

 

3. Remember the freedom you were granted in Christ. In the battle against forbidden desire it is crucial to 
understand and reflect constantly upon your identity in Christ. Everyone who has been truly saved has been 
freed from the power of the sinful flesh (Rom 6; cf. also James 1:18). Whereas before you could not help 
but sin, now you have the possibility not to sin. Your sinful flesh has been crucified, and although it is dying 
a slow death, its fate is certain. Rejoice in that fact, and refuse to keep nourishing it to prolong its influence. 
 

4. Strengthen the mind’s defenses. As John Owen stated, “Deceit properly affects the mind; it is the mind that 
is deceived.” Consequently, a significant part of the cure is to fill the mind with the opposite of falsehood: 
truth! Specifically, fill your mind with truth about reality as defined and prescribed by God, as it relates to 
your appetites, your body, what is true satisfaction, etc. Know what God says about your real needs. 

 

1. Memorize James 1:13–14  
2. In your own words, describe the process of flesh-inspired temptation (temptation arising from within you). 
3. Explain why the mind plays such an important role in responding to the appeals of the flesh. Explain this in 

terms of legitimate needs and appetites and in terms of illegitimate needs and appetites. How can one tell 
these apart? 

4. As a believer in Christ, consider how your mind must operate in the moment of fleshly temptation—when 
your senses seek to entice you toward sin. List the steps you should take in your thinking at that moment. 

5. List the things you need to do to prepare your mind better for resisting the appeals of sinful desire, so that 
you can fulfill the steps you list in Question 4 above. 
 

Audio, video, and handouts for this session: gracechurch.org/motw  
Next meeting: April 6, 7pm, “Seek Her as Silver” 

For Further Study 

How must we respond? 

 

“Satan can never undo a man without himself; but a man may easily undo himself without Satan.”  
—Thomas Brooks 

  

“Beware of no man more than of yourself; we carry our worst enemies within us.” —Charles Spurgeon 
 


