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Jessica and Nick
Jessica became increasingly frustrated about her marriage, and understandably so. 
Her non-Christian husband, Nick, was an alcoholic, a womanizer, and a violent man. 
He spent his evenings shooting pool with his buddies at the bar, drinking, and fooling 
around with other women. All of Jessica’s efforts to get him to stop never succeeded. 
Not even the arrival of their newborn daughter interrupted his lifestyle. He wanted no 
one—including God and especially his wife—to restrict his freedom. “I don’t need 
another mother in my life,” he frequently snapped. Jessica’s efforts to change him 
regularly backfired and only provoked him to entrench himself more deeply into his 
patterns. One evening, feeling especially frustrated and lonely, Jessica strapped her 
baby into her car seat and drove to the bar. She left the car idling, charged into the 
poolroom, and confronted Nick in front of his friends, accusing him of being an 
irresponsible husband and father. Nick exploded with anger, and with his pool cue in 
hand chased Jessica out of the bar to her car and smashed his stick on the 
windshield, cracking the glass and terrifying Jessica. What drove Nick’s rage? The 
same thing that drives anyone’s sinful behavior: a sinful heart. All sinful behavior 
emerges from the remaining sin in our hearts.


Robert D. Jones book entitled, Pursuing Peace: A Christians Guide to Conflict Resolution (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012).
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Part 1: Session 8 
Christ-Centered Change Through a 
Biblical View of Ourselves (Part 3) 

Identifying and Uprooting Your Sinful Desires 

Q. #2: How do you practically expose a sinful desire? 

James, You, and Me 

What causes quarrels and what causes fights among 
you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within 
you? 2 You desire and do not have, so you murder. You 
covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You 
do not have, because you do not ask. 3 You ask and do 

not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on 
your passions. 

1. James uses military imagery to picture desires at war, 
desires that are encamped, entrenched, and established in 
our hearts. Historically, pastoral theologians have called 
these desires “inordinate desires”—desires that rule me, 
that are too important, that are out of order, and that 
dominate our hearts. We don’t just want something, we’ve 
got to have it! We want it too much, too desperately. And 
when we don’t get what we want, we fight and quarrel. 

2. What are the kinds of things—perhaps good things in and 
of themselves—that can rule our hearts? I “need/must 

have.” For example: a husband who loves me, as I am, 
unconditionally, a boss who notices me, appreciates me, 
and commends my work, a child who loves me and 
respects me, a dad who will spend time with me, a wife 
who fulfills me sexually (or who doesn’t want sex), a pastor 
who will visit me or teach on topics I think we need to hear, 
a neighbor who will muzzle his barking dog, a son who 
achieves good grades, takes out the trash, and so forth, a 
coach who plays me enough, a teacher who grades me 
fairly, a roommate who picks up his clothes and cleans our 
kitchen sink, a department of highways who will complete 
that road project. 

3. What do you notice about each desired item above? 
None of them is inherently evil. In fact, most, if not all, are 
things that God would want the other person to give. The 
problem is that these desires have become heart-
controlling desires. And the list of candidates is endless. 
We can demand from others affection, attention, approval, 
admiration, acceptance, and appreciation (and that’s just a 
list that starts with A!). When we demand these things, 
conflict will surely arise. 

4. Three tests can help us detect when a desire for a good 
thing has become an inordinate, ruling desire—a James 
4:1–3 type of demand:  

a. Does it consume my thoughts? Do I obsess about 
it? Does my mind drift to it when I don’t have to 
think about other things (like when I am 
showering)?  
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b. Do I sin to get it? Do I manipulate people or situations to 
get what I want? Do I bargain or nag or try a guilt trip?  

c. Do I pout or explode or pull away or gossip about someone 
when he or she doesn’t give me my desired thing? 

The Progression of an Idol 

I desire → I demand → I judge → I punish 

While my initial desire might be legitimate, it becomes sinful 
when it becomes a demand. And when it becomes a demand 
and you don’t meet it—and of course you can never meet 
every demand of my selfish heart—I then judge you in my 
heart and condemn you. Then in the final step my internal 
judgment produces some outward expression of punishment 
toward you on the behavioral level. I might yell at you, speak 
sarcastically about you, gossip about you, or avoid you. 

Throne-Staircase Diagram - Desires Submitted 

 

The throne itself represents your heart. The cross 
represents Jesus Christ, who rules on the heart throne of the 
Christian. The letters under the throne signify specific 
desires. The placement of the desires under the throne is 
significant. In a well-ordered life that follows Jesus, our desires
—whether met or unmet—are submitted and subordinated to 
Jesus. In fact, a large part of the art of living for Jesus is 
learning to live contentedly with ongoing unmet desires. When 
my desires remain submitted to Christ, my soul finds rest. 
Inner peace reigns. 

The Throne Staircase Diagram – Desires Becoming 
Demands 

 

What happens when a desire begins to grow and 
become inordinate? As we see in this illustration, the desire 
sprouts a pair of legs and begins to ascend the staircase, 
rising to the top of the throne to compete with Jesus for 
lordship of my heart. 
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Left unchecked, any desire has the potential to climb the 
stairs in an effort to overthrow and remove Jesus. The flesh in 
my Spirit-versus-flesh civil war (Gal. 5:16–26; 1 Pet. 2:11–12) 
continually plots a coup d’état against King Jesus as my 
rightful Lord. Apart from grace the remnant sin in my heart 
would overthrow my enthroned King. 

How Does God Want us to Handle our Desires that 
Grow into Demands? A simple alliterated outline provides a 
plan: Recognize, Repent, Refocus, and Replace. 

1. Recognize the Ascending Desire. 

a. “You must give me ______ or I’ll be angry at you or 
cold toward you or . . .” 

b. “If only  _____   would change, I would be satisfied 
or content.”  

c. “If I don’t get _____, then I become depressed, 
angry, or anxious.”  

d. “What I think I need or I desperately want is 
______.” (For a biblical view of our ultimate needs, 
see Pss. 27:4, 10; 73:23–28; Matt. 4:4; Luke 
10:38–42; 2 Pet. 1:3.) 

“This insight exposed Jessica’s heart. To the degree 
that she wrongly believed that she needed a changed 
Nick to experience true joy, peace, and contentment, 
Jessica was enslaved. “Jessica,” I explained, “in 

many ways you are like the wooden spool at the end 
of a yo-yo string, hanging on Nick’s finger. When he 
treats you nicely, you’re up—you come to our 
counseling sessions happy and hopeful. When he 
treats you rudely, you’re down—you come to our 
sessions bummed, depressed, or angry. Your yo-yo 
like emotions come because you have placed your life 
on Nick’s finger, allowing him to control your heart by 
the way he treats you. You have given him the power 
to raise you up or hurl you down, all because you 
wrongly believe that you need him to change. Jesus 
wants to free you from that slavery. His Word and his 
Spirit can liberate you, and I can help you find that 
freedom in Christ. As you find the inner stability Jesus 
has for you, Jessica, you will still experience degrees 
of sadness if Nick does not follow the Lord. But all 
that will be tempered by a deepening sense within 
you of joy, peace, and confidence that Jesus 
provides” (Robert Jones). 

2. Repent of Letting the Desire Rule. 

“Even now,” declares the LORD, “return to me with all 
your heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning.” 
Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the 
LORD your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, 
slow to anger and abounding in love, and he relents 
from sending calamity. (Joel 2:12–13, NIV). 
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3. Refocus on God and His Grace, Provisions, and Promises. 

God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble 
(James 4:6, NIV).  

a. Nick needed Christ as Savior and Lord. 

b. Jessica needed: 

(1) To trust in God’s sufficiency and 
provisions (2 Peter 1:3-4). 

(2) To know that in Christ she had everything 
she needed (Luke 10:41-42; Ps 27:4). 

(3) To focus on Jesus as her new temple (Ps 
27:10). 

(4) To remember that Jesus was her real 
Redeemer (Ps 73:23-26). 

(5) To remember that her God was gracious, 
powerful and sufficient on her behalf (Phil 
4:11-13). 

4. Replace Sinful Responses with Christ-Like Graces (which 
are continual and ongoing). 

a. While the specifics must be tailored to each 
individual, they often include learning contentment, 

self-control, prayer, biblical peacemaking, 
forgiveness, godly listening, godly speaking, and 
the ninefold fruit of the Holy Spirit. 

What did this mean for Jessica? For Jessica, this meant 
change and growth in several specific areas: (1) learning 
contentment (finding her identity as God’s daughter more than 
as Nick’s wife), (2) self-control (no more sudden trips to the 
bar to frantically find her carousing husband and holding her 
tongue when tempted to blast Nick for his sin), (3) godly 
speaking (knowing when to gently share, opinion, or inquire 
without nagging, condemning, or provoking), and (4) 
controlling her own daydreaming about what it would be like 
to be married to a godly man. As she continued in counseling 
and in a small-group setting with a Christ-centered mutual-
ministry agenda, we saw great progress. 
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