Trials and Temptations: Week 7 – Lust of the Flesh
Last week, we had a macro view of the three main types of temptation – lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes, and pride of life.  Today, we are going to take a micro view into the first category – lust of the flesh.  We will explore:
· The war within us – we’ll define the flesh and the Spirit and talk about the war that takes place within us
· Making your flesh obey you – The realization we must be constantly vigilant or our old sinful natures will revive
Make no mistake; the lust of the flesh is one of the most hostile wars you will fight as a believer. As long as you live on Earth, you will have to battle with your body daily. Left unchecked, your flesh will run buck wild!  You’ll find yourself overeating, lazy and slothful, committing sexual sins, flying off the handle with angry outbursts, and given to drug, alcohol and pornographic addictions. Now you may not necessarily struggle with all of those things, but there are likely one or more areas in which Satan can use the lust of the flesh to trip you up.  

I. The war within us
[ADVANCE SLIDE] Gal 5:17 “For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary to one another, so that you do not do the things that you wish.” This passage indicates there are two parts within each of us that are fighting against each, just as the two dogs pictured on the slide.  Rest assured, when we are tempted, one of these two – the flesh or the Spirit - is eventually going to win.  Let’s dig a little deeper here and define the two opponents.
A. [ADVANCE SLIDE] The Flesh
DISCUSSION: What is Paul talking about when he uses the term ‘flesh’?
[ADVANCE SLIDE] It might be easier to start out by stating the flesh, is not simply a foot, an ear, a hand, etc.  Yes, all of those things are fleshy parts of your body, but they are not sinful in and of themselves.  A hand by itself is not sinful, or even prone to sin.  
[ADVANCE SLIDE] Even if we put something in that hand, say a 1911 Colt 45 automatic, the hand is still not sinful.  It is only sinful when our mind sends an impulse down to our trigger finger, and we squeeze off a round that murders an innocent person.

The Greek word for “flesh” in the New Testament is sarx, a term that can often in Scripture refer to the physical body. However, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian Literature describes the word this way: “the physical body as functioning entity; in Paul’s thought esp., all parts of the body constitute a totality known as flesh, which is dominated by sin to such a degree that wherever flesh is, all forms of sin are likewise present, and no good thing can live.”  

[ADVANCE SLIDE] I like to sum up “flesh” as being our body plus our mind.  
QUOTE: Martin Luther, in his preface to the book of Romans, commented on Paul’s use of “flesh” by saying, “Thou must not understand ‘flesh,’ therefore, as though that only were ‘flesh’ which is connected with unchastity, but St. Paul uses ‘flesh’ of the whole man, body, and soul, reason, and all his faculties included, because all that is in him longs and strives after the flesh.” Luther’s comments point out that “flesh” equates to affections and desires that run contrary to God, not only in the area of sexual activity, but in every area of life.
[ADVANCE SLIDE] It is important to note that God did not create our flesh with a sinful nature, but that it was corrupted.  The book of Genesis states humankind was originally created good and perfect.  When God created the Garden of Eden, we read in Genesis 1:26-27, “Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness’ . . . So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.” Because God is perfect, and because God can only create good things as Jesus said in Matthew 7:18 “A good tree cannot bear bad fruit”, both Adam and Eve were created good and without sin. But, when Adam and Eve sinned, their nature was corrupted, and that nature was passed along to their offspring.  

[ADVANCE SLIDE] Notice how the birth of Seth is described in Genesis 5:3 "And Adam lived one hundred and thirty years, and begot a son in his own likeness, after his image, and named him Seth." The scripture isn’t saying that Seth looked like Adam, but that Seth inherited the sinful nature of his father.  This same sinful nature was passed down to all of us, and continues today.
B. The Spirit
[ADVANCE SLIDE] Let’s take a closer look at the other opponent in this battle, the Spirit.
DISCUSSION: In the NKJV, ‘Spirit’ is capitalized.  What is Paul talking about when he uses the term ‘Spirit’?

[ADVANCE SLIDE] Spirit is capitalized because we are talking about God’s Spirit dwelling within us.  This is brought out in scriptures like Romans 8:12-17 “Therefore, brethren, we are debtors—not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh. 13 For if you live according to the flesh you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. 14 For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. 15 For you did not receive the spirit of bondage again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry out, ‘Abba, Father.’ 16 The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him, that we may also be glorified together.”

The idea is that God’s Spirit indwells within us when we take on Christ in baptism, and this Spirit is what insights us to obey God’s will and do things that are pleasing in His sight.  It is this Spirit that is in direct opposition with our sinful nature, the flesh.  
C. The Battle Within

[ADVANCE SLIDE] ILLUSTRATION: George Bernard Shaw told this story.  “A Native American elder once described his own inner struggles in this manner: Inside of me there are two dogs. One of the dogs is mean and evil. The other dog is good. The mean dog fights the good dog all the time. When asked which dog wins, he reflected for a moment and replied, ‘The one I feed the most.’” 

[ADVANCE SLIDE] Let’s look at another scripture from Paul describing the battle he faced.  Some think this was early in his Christian life, others think it was an ongoing struggle.  I’ll let you decide for yourself, but I take comfort in the notion that this was a constant battle, and like the illustration of the two dogs, the one that wins is the one we feed the most.  
Romans 7:14-25 “For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am carnal, sold under sin. 15 For what I am doing, I do not understand. For what I will to do, that I do not practice; but what I hate, that I do. 16 If, then, I do what I will not to do, I agree with the law that it is good. 17 But now, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me. 18 For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing good dwells; for to will is present with me, but how to perform what is good I do not find. 19 For the good that I will to do, I do not do; but the evil I will not to do, that I practice. 20 Now if I do what I will not to do, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me. 21 I find then a law, that evil is present with me, the one who wills to do good. 22 For I delight in the law of God according to the inward man. 23 But I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members. 24 O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? 25 I thank God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with the mind I myself serve the law of God, but with the flesh the law of sin.”

At first glance, this is a complex scripture, but let’s break it down as Paul describes several things the Law is not able to do in our lives. As we do, we’ll see the battle that raged within Paul between the flesh and the Spirit.
1. The Law cannot change you (v 14)

This very short verse tells us two important things.

· The Law is spiritual – meaning it is from God and it deals with the inner man, the spiritual part of man. 

· Our physical nature is carnal – meaning we are physically in an earthbound, mortal body and our soul is inside an unredeemed human form.  

The Law cannot transform the old nature, it can only reveal how sinful that old nature is.  The believer who tries to live under Law will only activate the old nature, he or she will not eradicate the old nature.
2. The Law cannot enable you to do good (vv15-21)

Three times (verses 14, 18, 20) Paul states that sin dwells in our human bodies, which is the old nature.  It is also true that the Holy Spirit dwells in us, as we just read about in Romans 8:16.  

Reading these verses, one might get the idea that Paul has a split personality.  I don’t think Paul was exceedingly sinful.  I think Paul was saying that of himself he could not obey God’s Law all the time, and even when he did, evil was still present within him.  No matter what he did, his deeds were tainted by his body that was bound by sin.  

Even after Paul had done his best, he had to admit he was an “unprofitable servant”, which led Paul to state in v21, “So I find this law at work; when I want to good, evil is right there with me”.  

The Legalist believes, “Obey the Law and you will do good and live a good life.”; however, the Law only reveals and arouses sin , showing how sinful we are!  It is impossible for me to completely obey the Law because I have a sinful nature that rebels against the Law.  

3. v15 Paul says he doesn’t understand what he is doing.
Quote:  Charles Hodge once wrote, "It is enough to remark here, that every Christian can adopt the language of this verse. Pride, coldness, slothfulness, and other feelings which he disapproves and hates, are day by day, reasserting their power over him.... ....He struggles against their influence, groans beneath their bondage, longs to be filled with meekness, humility, and all other fruits of the love of God, but he finds he can neither of himself, nor by the aid of the law, effect his freedom from what he hates, or the full performance of what he desires and approves."
4. v16 Paul agrees that the Law is good and doing its job if he commits sin

5. vv17-20  “It wasn’t me…”
It is tempting to take these verses out of context and use them to justify our sinful nature.  Paul is stating when he sins, it is not the “new nature” but rather the “old nature” that still resides in his physical body.  

Illustration:  Two I’s.  

I 
6. v21 Summary
Even when Paul wants to do good, he finds evil, his old nature, is right there with him.  
7. The Law cannot set you free (vv22-25)

The believer has an old nature that wants to keep him or her in bondage.  “I will get free from these old sins!” the Christian proclaims.  “I determine here and now I will not do this any longer!”  What happens?  He or she exerts all of his or her willpower and energy, and for a time succeeds; however, when they let their guard down, they fall again to some sin.  Why?  Because they are trying to overcome the old nature with Law, and the Law cannot deliver us from the old nature.  This can lead to a Christian getting tired, depressed, and frustrated and even falling away from God because they cannot meet 100% perfection.

Discussion:  What is the solution to Paul’s struggle with sin? 

Is there any hope?  Yes!  Jesus Christ is our deliverer from the Law.  God’s strength to resist temptations, and God’s grace and forgiveness are the only way we are going to make it to Heaven.  
As I look at v25, I realize my new nature, or inward Spiritual man, serves the Law of Christ; however, there is an old nature, the flesh, that is still subject to the law of sin.  
II. Making your flesh obey you
[ADVANCE SLIDE] If we are to get the upper hand in our battle against fleshly desires, it is important to realize that some training is required.  The athlete pictured on the slide developed those muscles through physical training, and we need get into a training program if we are to get our fleshly desires under control.

Let’s take a look at some scriptures that touch on the need for training if we are to master the lusts of the flesh.

1. [ADVANCE SLIDE] 1 Cor 9:27 “But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified.” 
How you discipline your body and bring it into subject is going to vary based on the type of fleshly lusts you are fighting.   To name a few:
a. Sexual temptation – abstain, or get married, and remain faithful to your spouse.  Avoid TV shows, movies, books, and Internet sites that are going to cause you to stumble.

b. Bulimia/Gluttony – Learning a way to eat that isn’t going to cause you issues on one end of the scale or the other.  

c. Anger – learning how to recognize someone pressing your buttons, and reacting in a Godly manner versus a fleshly manner

2. [ADVANCE SLIDE] Rom 13:14 “But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to fulfill its lusts.”
This is removing as much as you can from your life that might lead you to succumb to fleshly lusts.  For example, if you struggle with drinking, you don’t keep a bottle in the cupboard “just in case”.
3. [ADVANCE SLIDE] Gal 5:16 “I say then: Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.”
This verse goes back to the illustration of the two dogs.  The one you feed the most is going to win.  If you are in God’s Word, in prayer, and surrounding yourself with good Christian friends, you are much more likely to master fleshly lusts than if you aren’t going to church, exposing yourself to daily temptation, etc.
4. [ADVANCE SLIDE] Php 4:8 “Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy—meditate on these things.”
This passage is not limited to the Bible, but can include worldly things.  This to me is similar to what we find with walking in the Spirit, in that we surround ourselves with positive things rather than negative.
Conclusion
[ADVANCE SLIDE] Today, we took a deeper look at the battle that rages within us between the flesh and the Spirit.  We also touched on the need for some training if we are to avoid the lusts of the flesh.  Lord willing, next week, we’ll take a closer look at the lust of the eyes.
New Nature – spirit, dead to the Law





Old Nature – fleshly body, sold under sin to the Law
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