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Feeding and Starving Our Desires 

 

Last week we talked about how to face temptations and God’s way out of temptations. We then 

discussed what to do when we are tempted by our own evil desires and how the Jewish doctrine of 

the two yetzers informs our understanding of temptation. The doctrine espouses that all people 

have two yetzers or impulses that war within us. That is to say, that we have the so-called “evil 

inclination,” the yetzer hara and the yetzer hatov “the good inclination.”  We concluded by saying 

that God will never tempt us, but that he will test us. Tonight, we want to continue with verse 14, and 

discover how our desires can either be fed or starved. 

 

When Jesus was tempted in the wilderness (Matthew 4), the temptation came through a natural desire 

for food after a long fast. Satan urged Jesus to satisfy that desire in an inappropriate way, at the wrong 

time. The temptation was real, but Jesus did not sin by experiencing it. He would have sinned if he had 

given in to the devil’s suggestion. 

 

Desires can be either fed or starved.  

If the desire itself is evil, we must deny its wish. It is up to us, with God’s help. If we encourage our 

desires, they will soon become actions. The blame for sin is ours alone. The kind of desire James is 

describing here is desire out of control. It is selfish and seductive. 

 

Does James take Satan off the hook by placing responsibility for temptation on our desires? No, he 

does not. We will see later (chapter 3:15; 4:7) that the role of Satan was very much in James’s 

thinking. Part of the answer here is in the word by (hupo), which can refer to both the agent and the 

cause. This same dual use is present in English. We can say, “He was led by his friend” or “He was 

led by the hand by his friend.” In the former case we are speaking of the agent doing the leading; in 

the latter, we are referring to the means or cause used to do the leading. Likewise, we may be led by 

our desires, but it is the devil behind the impulse when we are going in an evil direction. 

 

 

The Devil and Our Desires 

How does the devil make our desires serve his purposes? 

• He offers suggestions from within our environment and experience. What seems at first glance 

to be harmless may lead to evil. The person who takes Satan’s suggestions into his mind is 

fighting on dangerous ground. But the devil can’t entice our mind against our will. 
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• He deceives with false advertising. Fame, sex, wealth, and power are presented to us as though 

they satisfy. But we don’t have to take his suggestions. 

• He singles us out through fear, making us feel as though we are struggling alone. But we are 

warned to “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion 

looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8 NIV). 

 

Knowing that we have these potential weaknesses in our defenses should motivate us to be careful to 

control our desires. 

 

When he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed. The enticement of evil is expressed in two 

ways — being dragged away or being lured like a fish to bait and being enticed. Temptation comes 

from evil desires within us, not from God. We can both build and bait our own trap. It begins with an 

evil thought and becomes sin when we dwell on the thought and allow it to become an action. Like a 

snowball rolling downhill, sin grows more destructive the more we let it have its way. The best time 

to stop a temptation is before it is too great or moving too fast to control. (See Matthew 4:1–11; 1 

Corinthians 10:13; and 2 Timothy 2:22 for more about escaping temptation.) 

 

So, we meet the enemy called temptation and discover it is in us. How can we withstand the attacks 

we know will come? 

 

• We must continually place ourselves under God’s protection (see the spiritual resources listed 

under the notes for 1:13). 

• We must reject the enticement or temptation by recognizing it as a false promise. 

• We must bring into our life those activities that we know God has provided for our benefit — 

knowledge of Scripture, fellowship with Christ and other believers, good music, appreciation of 

all God has made — activities that expand our awareness in life. 

 

James 1:15 – “Then, when that desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin.”   

 

James traces the result of temptation when a person yields to it. Desire in itself is not sin, but assenting 

to its enticement eventually gives birth to sin. Note that the first two steps in the process (desiring and 

conceiving) emphasize the internal nature of sin. The sequence, described clearly in sexual language, 

represents the course any sins have taken by the time they are apparent to others. Since it begins within, 

the help we need the most in combating sin is internal. That help comes from God. The best time to 

stop sin is at the moment we realize the desire is about to become focused, before it has conceived. 

 

It takes spiritual growth and consistent dependence on God to know when a desire can be calmly 

evaluated and when a desire can easily become lustful and controlling. Desires that present themselves 

to us in expressions that begin with: 
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- “I have to have,”  

- “I can’t do without,”  

- or even “I would do anything if only I could”  

- are all ripe for conception and birth into sin. 

 

It is helpful to ask ourselves occasionally, “What reasoning do I use that tends to lead me into sin?” 

 

“. . . . . At first it [temptation] is a mere thought confronting the mind; then imagination paints it in 

stronger colors; only after that do we take pleasure in it, and the will makes a false move, and we 

give our assent.” 

 

“And sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” - Life is given to those who persevere in trials 

(verse 1:12); death comes to those who allow their desire to run its course. Sin is full-grown when it 

becomes a fixed habit. Death is referring to spiritual separation from God that comes as the result of 

sin (Romans 6:23; 7:7–12; 1 John 2:16–17; 3:14). 

 

When we yield to temptation, our sin sets deadly events into motion.  

There is more to stopping sin than just stopping sinning. Damage has been done. Deciding to “sin no 

more” may take care of the future, but it does not heal the past. That healing must come through 

repentance and forgiveness. Sometimes restitution must be made. As serious as the remedy sounds, 

we can be deeply grateful that there is a remedy at all. God loves us. It is his gracious love that breaks 

the cycle of desire-sin-death. Wherever we find ourselves in the process, we can turn to God in 

repentance for help. His way leads to life. 

 

James 1:16 – “Do not be deceived, my dear brothers and sisters.” (NIV) 

 

The Greek expression means “stop being deceived” — deceived about God’s goodness and about the 

source of temptation. Simply claiming that God is not the author of evil doesn’t automatically mean 

that he will help us fight it. We might be faced with struggling against sin while God watched, 

uninvolved either way. James hurries on to spell out our hope. Not only does God not tempt us, He is 

also actively providing everything good that we find in life. We are not to attribute evil intent to God 

— God is the source of good gifts, especially the new birth. He is the author of salvation, not 

temptation.  

 

The danger behind James’s warning to us not to be deceived - is the temptation to believe that God 

does not care, or won’t help us, or may even be working against us. The picture is not pretty. If we 

come to believe we are alone, we have been deceived. If we distrust God, we have been deceived. 

And if we dare to accuse God of being the tempter, we have been thoroughly deceived. 
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What more devastating example of deception could there be than seeing the source of all good as the 

source of evil? Is it any wonder that Jesus leveled this charge at those who had a twisted view of God? 

“You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a 

murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he 

speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). Believing in God is 

important, but it also matters how we believe in him. As James will illustrate later (2:19), we are 

capable of believing in God — the wrong way. It is this very deception that James is attacking by his 

entire letter. 

 

My Dear Brothers.  

The phrase is literally “my beloved brothers.” It both softens and directs the warning. James mixes 

even the hard statements that he must write with reminders of the love behind his letter. People will 

listen to hard things more readily when they are reminded that the one saying them is doing so out of 

genuine love. 

 

James 1:17 – “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the 

heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.” (NIV) 

 

So how can we keep from falling into temptation? The way is found in a close relationship with 

God and the application of His Word to daily life. This pattern will lead us to see clearly that every 

good and perfect gift is from above. 

 

In contrast to the view that God sends evil, James points out here that: (1) God is the source of 

everything good, and (2) God’s good gifts are also perfect. This part of the verse can also be 

translated, “Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift” (NRSV).  

 

God is not only the source of good gifts, He is the very source of the giving impulse. Therefore, 

we can be assured that God always wills the best for us — not good things today and bad things 

tomorrow. Whatever happens is for our best. God is not like the well-meaning relative who gives the 

beautiful, warm coat we have always wanted, but that is unfortunately several sizes too small. God’s 

gifts are very good, and they also fit us perfectly. They are good gifts, given at the right time for 

good purposes. 

 

The next two phrases speaks of God’s giving character that is found throughout creation and 

the constancy of God’s character.  

 

Coming down from the Father of lights.  
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This phrase pictures God as the sovereign Creator of the sun, moon, and stars. (Genesis 1; Isaiah 

60:19–22; and John 1:1–14.) The giving character of God is written into His creation. “The heavens 

declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” (Psalm 19:1). God gives us 

good gifts — and the light by which to see and enjoy them. 

 

Who does not change like shifting shadows?  

God’s character is always trustworthy and reliable (Malachi 3:6). Nothing can block God’s goodness 

from reaching us. What does not change about God is His giving nature. It is constant and consistent. 

He is undaunted by our inconsistencies and unfaithfulness. We may be like shifting shadows, but God 

remains the Father of lights. It is a healthy exercise in humility to express our gratefulness to God for 

His unchanging love towards us. 

 

 

James 1:18 – “He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of 

first fruits of all he created.” (NIV) 

 

He gave us birth by the word of truth.  

This is a shining example of the good things God gives (“every good and perfect gift”) — He gives 

us spiritual birth! We are saved because God chose to save us. Our spiritual birth is not by accident or 

because He had to. The birth is the new birth given to all believers. (John 3:3–8; Romans 12:2; 

Ephesians 1:5; Titus 3:5; 1 Peter 1:3, 23; 1 John 3:9) The word of truth is the gospel, the Good News 

of salvation. (Ephesians 1:13; Colossians 1:5; 2 Timothy 2:15) We hear about the gift of birth through 

the reading and preaching of the gospel, and we respond to it. We apply the message to ourselves and 

our needs. We receive the offered gift. It is God’s gift as He gives it, and becomes our gift when we 

receive it. 

 

LISTENING AND DOING 

 

James 1:19 – “My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, 

slow to speak and slow to become angry . . .” (NIV) 

 

James has spoken of the new birth; he now explains that this new birth should reveal itself in the way 

we act. He has also connected the new birth with its source, God’s Word. The ongoing importance of 

that Word will be the subject of the next paragraph. The Word that brings us life also guides us in 

living the life it has brought to us. 
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My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak, 

and slow to become angry. James begins with a single, attention-getting Greek word: Iste (know!), 

translated “take note of this.” It has the same effect as when we say, “Listen!” before saying 

something we don’t want people to miss. 

 

Verse 19 records the theme for the rest of the chapter.  

Again, James reminds his reader that these are family rules of conduct (“dear brothers”). He also 

challenges the believer to listen more and speak less. When James speaks to everyone here, he is 

especially referring to teachers. What they need to listen to is God’s Word (1:18). The expression quick 

to listen is a beautiful way of capturing the idea of active listening.  

 

James says that we should be quick to listen which should be taken together as sides of the same 

coin. Slowness in speaking means speaking with humility and patience, not with hasty words or 

nonstop gabbing. Constant talking keeps a person from being able to hear. Wisdom is not always 

having something to say; it involves listening carefully, considering prayerfully, and speaking 

quietly. When we talk too much and listen too little, we communicate to others that we think our 

ideas are much more important than theirs.  

 

James helps the believer to see the problem with anger.  

Anger closes our minds to God’s truth; for example, 2 Kings 5:11; Proverbs 10:19; 13:3; 17:28; 

29:20. Teaches us that anger erupts when our egos are bruised — “I am hurt”; “My opinions are 

not being heard.” It is just the kind of anger that rises from too much fast talking and not enough 

quick listening! When injustice and sin occur, we should become angry because others are being 

hurt. But we should not become angry when we fail to win an argument or when we feel offended or 

neglected. Selfish anger never helps anybody. Ecclesiastes 7:9; Matthew 5:21-26; Ephesians 4:26) 

 

James 1::20 – “because human anger does not produce the righteousness that God desires.” 

(NIV) 

 

Man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.  

The anger spoken of here is a thoughtless, uncontrolled temper that leads to rash, hurtful words. Our 

anger toward others does not create within us a life that can withstand God’s scrutiny. Why not? 

Because expressed anger tends to be uncontrollable. Anger is inconsistent with Jesus’ command to 

love our enemies (Matthew 5:43-48) and not hate our brothers (Matthew 5:21-26). Anger usurps 

God’s role as judge. In fact, we can be sure our anger is wrong when it keeps us from living as God 

wants us to live. 
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So how can we obtain the righteous life that God desires? Below are some areas that anger can erupt: 

• Family — When we are misunderstood, ignored, unloved, or criticized. 

• Church — When we are unnoticed, overlooked, unappreciated, or criticized. 

• Workplace — When we are slighted, overworked, harassed, or criticized. 

• Friends — When we are left out, disappointed, or criticized. 

• Society — When we feel singled out for unfairness, taxed, or criticized. 

 

James 1:21 – “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly 

accept the word planted in you, which can save you.” (NIV) 

 

According to the Greek, this is a once-for-all action.  

Why should we do this? Progress in our spiritual life cannot occur unless we see sin for what it is, 

quit justifying it, and decide to reject it. James’s word picture here has us getting rid of our evil 

habits and actions like stripping off dirty clothes.  

 

Receive with meekness the implanted word.  

Humble acceptance is contrasted with the quick speech and anger from 1:19. James is not asking 

believers to be converted — that has already happened. To accept the planted word he speaks of here 

is to accept its laws as binding and to seek to live by them. We are not to look for something to argue 

about, but with humility to live by that word. Yet we are not to be so “humble” that we feel unworthy 

to live by God’s Word and thus decide not to try — that is false humility and does not honor God. To 

humbly accept the word, we must be “quick to listen” (good listeners), “slow to speak” (thoughtful), 

“slow to anger” (not hasty and jumping to conclusions), and willing to do what it says (1:19). The 

word is planted in us when it becomes part of our being. 

 

James goes on to say Christians are not finished with God’s Word once we are saved. Instead, God’s 

Word becomes a permanent part of us, guiding us through each day. The implanted Word becomes 

part of us; then we absorb the characteristics taught in the Word; then these are expressed in living. 

Trials and temptations cannot defeat us if we are applying God’s truth to our life. 

 

James 1:22  – “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” 

(NIV) 

 

Do what it says.  

The word is the gospel taught by Jesus and proclaimed by his followers. Simply reading, even 

studying, God’s Word does not profit us if we don’t do what it says. We learn God’s Word not just to 
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know it, but also to do it. Here James is lets us know that we are not to engage in passive listening, 

but rather in an active attentiveness that leads to action. 

 

James 1:23-24 – “23 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 24 and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately 

forgets what he looks like.” (NIV) 

 

These and the following verses show different ways of handling God’s Word. Some people take a 

casual look at God’s Word without letting it affect their lives, like the person who looks so quickly 

into a mirror that flaws go undetected, and nothing is changed. They listen but don’t act. The other 

approach is the intent look, the deep and continued study of God’s Word that allows a person to see 

flaws and change his or her life in line with God’s standards. 

 

James makes use of two important verbs to drive home this point of looking and forgetting. The 

verbs looking and forgets picture something that naturally or repeatedly occurs. Goes away and at 

once he is gone and forgets. In like manner it would be silly to leave dirt on your face or your hair in 

a mess after seeing yourself in a mirror. It is just as silly to look into God’s Word and make no 

changes in your life. Whether we read God’s Word for ourselves or hear it read, our listening must 

have an attitude of seriousness and submission that will lead to obedience. 

 

BARRIERS TO LISTENING 

Certain approaches or attitudes almost ensure that we will not be listening carefully to God’s Word: 

• Some are able to read God’s Word, but don’t, or won’t. 

• Some rely on an outdated translation of Scripture that is difficult to understand. 

• Some allow so many distractions that they cannot possibly listen. 

• Some are not accountable to anyone for their obedience to God’s Word. 

• Some have become insensitive to their need for spiritual input. 

 

James 1:25 - “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.” (NIV) 

 

This man looks with serious attention and then makes God’s law his chosen life-style. He studies 

with rapt attention not only once, but continuously; as a result, he remembers God’s Word and does 

what it says. The mirror of God’s Word has shown his flaws, so he can correct them. The law gives 

freedom because it is only in obeying God’s law that true freedom can be found compare John 8:31-
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32. Obeying our emotions and giving in to all our desires is true slavery. But in accepting God’s will, 

we are truly free to be what God created us to be. Believers respond to God because they want to, not 

because they have to. We are free to obey. Therefore, as believers we are free to live as God created 

us to live. Of course, this does not mean that we are free to do as we please 1 Peter 2:16 — we are 

now free to obey God. 

 

Consider why the one who obeys God’s word is blessed. The person is blessed because: 

• He looks intently at God’s Word.  

• He continues to do this.  

• He does not forget what he has heard.  

• He acts on it, letting it make a difference in his life.  

• He then reaps the benefits of having done what God required.  

 

James 1::26 – “If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his 

tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless.” (NIV)  

 

Here James introduces two major themes that he will discuss at length later. 

 

Knowing how to speak well — as a great teacher would — is not nearly as important as having 

control of our speech: knowing what to say and where and when to say it. If our faith only makes us 

consider ourselves religious, then it’s not worth much. If we valued our faith, there would be 

evidence in our actions. James is repeating the direction given in 1:19, to be “slow to speak,” but 

this time with an equestrian twist. The way that others will know whether or not our faith is real is by 

what we choose to talk about and the way we speak.  

 

How, then, do we keep a tight rein on our tongue?  

When we listen to God’s Word without taking action, even our outward religious practices are 

worthless without obedience. And we cannot be obedient if we cannot control our mouth. James does 

not specify how the tongue offends, but we can imagine a series of ways that our tongue dishonors 

God — gossip, angry outbursts, harsh criticism, complaining, judging. When we let our tongue wag 

that way, our spiritual pronouncements, and practices become worthless.  

 

Our verbal actions speak louder than our religious rituals.  

When both prove to be false, they merit the title of worthless that James gives them. Pretending to be 

religious and convincing ourselves that we are - is not only deceptive to others, it is also a deadly 

self-deception. Conversion is meaningless unless it leads to a changed life. A changed life goes 
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nowhere unless it serves others. 

 

James 1::27 – “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after 

orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.” 

(NIV)  

 

James now gets to the heart of the matter when he explains what it really means to practice religion 

that is acceptable to God and yet serves humanity. First, he says that it is alright to have certain daily 

rituals such as prayer and meditation. But if you are still not obeying the word of God it is useless. 

Church services are no substitute for our service to God. In other words, telling ourselves that God is 

not aware of our real attitude towards Him, and his Word is, as James keeps reminding us, self-

deception. It contrasts with mere acts of worship that are commonly called “religion.” In fact, the 

point becomes clear that the more obviously “religious” a behavior is, the more easily it becomes 

meaningless. 

 

Pure and faultless religion is not perfect observance of rules and observances; instead, it is a spirit 

that pervades our hearts and lives. (Leviticus 19:18; Isaiah 1:16-17) Like Jesus, James explains 

religion in terms of a vital inner faith that acts itself out in daily life. Our conduct must be in keeping 

with our faith. (1 Corinthians 5:8) 

 

James further illustrates that real religion will manifest itself in acts of kindness towards the most 

venerable orphans and widows. This is an illustration of how our Christian conduct should look. 

Orphans and widows are often mentioned in the concerns of the early church because these were the 

most obviously “poor” in first-century Israel.  

 

The widows, because they had no access to inheritances in Jewish circles, were very much on the 

outskirts of society. This is why Paul had to develop an entire order concerning widows in his own 

churches, as in 1 Timothy, chapter 5. The widows could not get jobs, and their inheritances went to 

their oldest sons. It was expected that the widows would be taken care of by their own families, and 

so the Jews left them with very little economic support. Unless a family member was willing to care 

for them, they were reduced to begging, selling themselves as slaves, or starving. By caring for these 

powerless people, the church puts God’s Word into practice. When we give with no hope of 

receiving in return, we show what it means to serve others. 

 

Even today, the presence of widows and orphans in our communities and cities makes this directive 

of James very contemporary. To this group we can also add those who have become de facto widows 
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and orphans through the death of families in divorce. These people have complicated lives. The 

needs always threaten to overwhelm our human resources. Looking after hurting people is stressful 

work. Yet we are called to be involved. James balances the command to be concerned about others 

with the command to be concerned about our own life. 

 

How can believers keep themselves unstained by the world? This is a picture of how our Christian 

character should look. To keep ourselves from being polluted by the world, we need to commit 

ourselves to Christ’s ethical and moral system, not the world’s. We are not to adapt to the world’s 

value system based on money, power, and pleasure. True faith means nothing if we are contaminated 

with such values.  

 

Further the Apostles Paul tells us how in Romans 12:2, Do not conform any longer to the pattern of 

this world. When believers offer their entire self to God, a change will happen in their relation to the 

world. Christians are called to a different life-style than what the world offers with its behavior and 

customs, which are usually selfish and often corrupting. (Galatians 1:4; 1 Peter 1:14) Christians are 

to live as citizens of a future world. There will be pressure to conform, to continue living according 

to the script written by the world, but believers are forbidden to give in to that pressure. 

 


