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Maturing Through Temptation

Genesis 39:1-23
Key Verse 39:9

“No one is greater in this house than I am. My master has withheld nothing from me except you, because you are his wife. How then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?"”

All of us have them. Some of us have more than others, and some of us feel like every time they come, they come in a giant-sized package. But all of us have them. What am I talking about? Temptations. For some of us it may be chocolate, new clothes, or the latest gadgets. But for others it may be lying, sex, or partying. Temptations can come in big packages or small. And it can be a time of victory or one of defeat. It depends on the out come. Generally we think that temptations are bad, but that is only IF we are defeated by them. This morning we will look at the nature of temptation and how one man over came and matured through it. 
I. Maturing Through Temptation (1-7)

First, who is Joseph (1-6a)

For those of you who are not familiar with Joseph, he was the 11th out of 12 sons of Jacob. He happened to be his father’s favorite causing his other brothers to become jealous. To make a long story short, his jealous brothers conceived a plot to rid themselves of their irritating little brother. After much discussion, they ended up selling him into slavery to the Ishmaelites. That is where our story begins today as the 17 year old Joseph was carried away to a foreign country to begin his life as a slave. Look at verse 1. “Now Joseph had been taken down to Egypt. Potiphar, an Egyptian who was one of Pharaoh's officials, the captain of the guard, bought him from the Ishmaelites who had taken him there.” When Joseph arrived in Egypt he was purchased by Potiphar, a member of the personal staff of the King of Egypt, who just happened to be the head of his body guard and chief executioner. This seems to be an unfortunate circumstance but as Joseph will realize later, it was God’s providence and he knew exactly what he was doing. Look at verse 2-4. “The LORD was with Joseph and he prospered, and he lived in the house of his Egyptian master. When his master saw that the LORD was with him and that the LORD gave him success in everything he did, Joseph found favor in his eyes and became his attendant. Potiphar put him in charge of his household, and he entrusted to his care everything he owned.” Even though Joseph was a captive in a far off foreign land the Lord was with him. God even allowed Joseph to live IN the house of his master. Over the course of time God blessed EVERYTHING that Joseph put his hands on. So if he planted corn, his crops produced the most or if he tended cattle, his became the most fruitful. Soon Potiphar noticed and put Joseph in charge of all his business affairs. At once the Lord began to bless Potiphar because of Joseph’s sake and the household never ran so smoothly. With Joseph in charge Potiphar didn’t worry about a thing except for what he wanted to eat. (V5-6) 
Second, temptation strikes. (6b-7)

After the rough start everything seemed to be turning out okay for Joe. But then quite unannounced temptation strikes. Look at verses 6b-7. “Now Joseph was well-built and handsome, and after a while his master's wife took notice of Joseph and said, "Come to bed with me!" It seems that Joseph’s only sin here is that he was well built and handsome. And as he worked in the fields his body grew lean and tan and soon the boy grew into a man and Potiphar’s wife noticed him. In another translation it said that she looked upon him lustfully. Think about how tough this temptation upon a young man would be. He was young and full of desires. She was the master and he was the servant under her. If he refused her think of what she could do to him. And besides who would know, surely they could keep the act secret. This was not a passing instance but according to v10 she pressed him day after day after day. Think about the mounting pressure.
It says that the Lord was with Joseph, if He was, why would God let Joseph be tempted, why wouldn’t God protect him or keep this from happening? In order to understand this we must understand the nature of temptation. Usually we think of temptation as being a bad thing, but not necessarily. For every temptation we encounter, we have the opportunity to do either good or bad. So as we walk the life of faith, every temptation can become a stepping stone rather than a stumbling block when we realize that it is just as much an opportunity to do the right thing as it is to do wrong. Temptation simply provides the choice. While temptation is Satan’s primary weapon to DESTROY us, God wants to use it to DEVELOP us. So every time you choose to do good instead of sinning, you grow in the character of Christ. Joseph is considered an image of Jesus because he grew through temptation and had the character of Christ. What are the characteristics of Christ? Some of his characteristics are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. (Gal 5:22) God develops this kind of fruit in our lives by allowing us to experience situations where we are tempted to do the exact opposite. Character development always involves a choice and temptation provides just that opportunity. For example God teaches us to love by putting unlovable people around us. It takes no character to love someone who is lovable, but to love the unlovable, now that takes character. God teaches us joy in the midst of sorrow. God trains us to be peaceful when we are put in circumstances in which we are tempted to worry and we have to choose to trust in God. God uses the opposite of each situation to allow us a choice. You can’t claim to be good, if you have never been tempted to be bad. You can’t claim to be faithful if you’ve never had the chance to be unfaithful. Our integrity grows each time we defeat the temptation to be dishonest. And every time we defeat a temptation, we become more and more like Jesus. Thank God. 
To understand how temptation works it helps to know that Satan is predictable. He still uses the same strategy today as he did with Adam, Eve and Jesus. After all why fix it, if it is not broken. In other words, he is very good at it. From the Bible we learn that there are four basic steps Satan uses in temptation: First he identifies a desire within us and then he plants doubt. Next he deceives us and finally he leads us into disobedience. In step one, Satan identifies a desire that is already inside of us. It could be a sinful desire, like wanting to get revenge on a boss that has demoted you or a normal desire such as to be loved & appreciated. Temptation starts when Satan provides a stimulus like a thought, image, sound or smell. He is crafty, smart, and knows our weaknesses just as a master fisherman knows what bait to use to catch a particular fish. Then you give in to that evil desire, or you fulfill the normal desire in the wrong way or the wrong time. (Beware of shortcuts, for they are often temptations) The Bible says that it all begins within us. Mark 7:21-22 say, “For from within, out of men's hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.” It starts with our mind, for if we did not have the desire it could not attract us in the first place. “But each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.” (Ja 1:14) In step two, Satan plants doubt. As in Genesis 3, Satan tries to plant doubt of God’s love or if sin is really that bad, or if it is wrong at all. Maybe it was meant for another time, place, or people. Or maybe that God is withholding something good from us. But Heb 3:12 warns us, “See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.” In step three, Satan uses deception. He can’t tell the truth for he is the father of lies. (Jn 8:44) Anything he says is either not true or only half true. His tactic is to replace God’s words with his own such as he said to Eve, “You will not surely die. For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”(Gn 3:4) Or don’t worry everyone else is doing it. It’s only a little sin. But a little sin is like being a little pregnant, eventually it will show itself. And the last step is disobedience. If the thought stays long enough in our head eventually you will act upon it. You will finally carry out the thought you’ve been toying with in your head. James 1:15 describes this, “Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” We may think that we can control it but it is like playing with fire. And after you have given into disobedience Satan who is “The Accuser” condemns us saying, “You’re no good! You are washed up. You might as well not try anymore.” This is just the lies of our enemy, whose only goal is to break our relationship with our Creator. But thank God that every temptation is an opportunity to grow to be like Jesus. “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.” (Ja 1:12)
II. Defeating temptation (8-23)
Since we know that temptations are all around us, how do we fight back and over come these attacks? 
First, don’t be intimidated. What did Joseph do when confronted with a difficult temptation? Look at verse 8. “But he refused.”With me in charge," he told her, "my master does not concern himself with anything in the house; everything he owns he has entrusted to my care.” Joseph refused to be intimidated when confronted by temptation. Likewise we should not be intimidated, scared, or demoralized by tempting thoughts condemning ourselves for being tempted. In fact we will never outgrow temptation. In one sense we can consider it a compliment. Satan does not have to tempt those whom he has control over. So temptation is a sign that Satan hates us, not a sign of weakness. It is normal living in this fallen world under Satan’s dominion. It is not a matter of if, but of when.  It is not a sin to be tempted, even Jesus was tempted. It only becomes a sin when we fall into the trap. Martin Luther said, “You can’t keep birds from flying over your head, but you can keep them from building a nest in your hair.” You can’t keep the Devil from suggesting thoughts, but you can choose not to dwell or act on them. 
Second, identify temptation patterns. If we are serious about over coming our temptations we have to recognize the circumstances in which we are most tempted. We have to ask ourselves, when am I tempted, where am I most tempted, who is with you when it happens, or are you alone. We have to find our typical patterns and avoid them as much as possible. Look at verse 10. “And though she spoke to Joseph day after day, he refused to go to bed with her or even be with her.” Joseph was under constant attack. He understood this and avoided the situation as best as he could by refusing to be around her. 

Third, Request God’s help. The great thing about God is that he never sleeps and he has a 24 hour emergency hot line. Actually God wants us to ask him for help in overcoming our temptations. He says, “Call on me in times of trouble. I will rescue you, and you will honor me.” (Ps 50:15) This is our emergency prayer. But sometimes we don’t really want to stop temptation. We say we don’t want to sin but secretly we enjoy the sin. And at that moment it strikes we think that we know what is best for us more than God does. We need to have the right view of sin before God. Take a look at how Joseph viewed sin. Let’s read verse 9. “No one is greater in this house than I am. My master has withheld nothing from me except you, because you are his wife. How then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?"” Satan wants us to think casually about sin, as if it is not that bad. However sin is wicked in the sight of God and deserving of death. Not only that, it is against God. Sin is not only against man, but against God. Even though no one might catch them, Joseph knew that God would know and hold him accountable. Joseph lived before God. 

Fourth, change your focus. Since temptation begins in the mind we must focus our attention on something else. Have you noticed that every time we try to block a thought from our mind, we actually pay more attention to it? So instead of resisting it, we are actually reinforcing it. We can’t fight the thought, so we must change the thought and focus on something else. The battle against sin is won or lost in our minds. This reminds me of the White Castle commercial when “The Crave” calls his victims and suggests some delicious cheese burgers. When they focus on the meal they are hooked and have to obey. So when temptation calls you on the phone, don’t argue with it, just hang up. This may mean turning off the TV or computer, or walking away from a group that is gossiping, or leaving the table when desert is served, whatever it may be. To avoid being stung, stay away from the bees. Do whatever necessary to turn your attention on to something else. And in some cases running is the best option. Take a look at what Joseph did in verses 11 & 12. “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.” In order to avoid this intense temptation, Joseph did the best thing he could, run! On the flip side, Potiphar’s wife thought about Joseph lustfully and eventually she acted on her thought and became an adulterous woman. Spiritually our mind is our most vulnerable organ. To reduce temptation, we must keep our mind occupied with God’s word. Satan can’t catch our attention when our mind is preoccupied with something else. Philippians 4:8 gives us this advice, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.” We have to be careful how we think because our life is shaped by our thoughts. For the old saying is true; we reap what we sow. When we sow a thought we reap an action. We sow an action and reap a habit. We sow a habit and reap a character and finally when we so a character we reap a life. Our character is the sum total of all our habits, thoughts and actions. Therefore we must choose carefully what we think about. 
Fifth, adopt the buddy system. If we want to be healed from that persistent temptation that keeps defeating us over and over again, God’s solution is simple; don’t repress it, confess it. Don’t conceal it, reveal it. This doesn’t mean that we have to broadcast it to the whole world, but we need at least one person who we can honestly trust and share our thoughts with. James 5:16 says, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.” This is why we stress one to one Bible study because God works through it by establishing a trust relationship, free from condemnation, where we can CONFESS OUR SINS and receive prayer support. Some problems are too big, too habitual, and too ingrained in us to solve on our own. Will power is not enough. We need someone who will help us, support us, encourage us, pray for us, and love us unconditionally and yet hold us accountable. In this way we can stop pretending that we are perfect and take off our masks and walk into freedom with Jesus. 
So what happened with Joseph when he fought against temptation? Was he honored and acknowledged for his spiritual deeds? Hardly. In fact it was quite the opposite. When Potiphar’s wife’s request was not accepted her desire turned to hate. Then she took the cloak Joseph left behind and fabricated a nasty lie turning everyone in the household against him, especially his master the captain of the king’s guard. Potiphar was furious and had Joseph thrown into prison. So what do we learn through all of this? Avoiding temptation and doing the right thing only gets us into trouble? Possibly. Because you see, Satan is the ruler of this world and when we go against him, he is furious and will do anything he can to destroy our walk with God. But there is one thing that Satan can NEVER do, if we don’t let him, and that is to break our relationship with our loving Heavenly Father. Take a look at verse 23. “The warden paid no attention to anything under Joseph's care, because the LORD was with Joseph and gave him success in whatever he did.” Although Joseph’s situation changed drastically, God’s relationship with him remained the same. In fact it became stronger because Joseph had won a victory in his life of faith and was one step closer to becoming more and more like Jesus. When we make a decision to follow God, we are not alone, Jesus is with us and will help us. The Bible says, “being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” (Php 1:6) God is with us and working though our temptations. Unless Joseph was tested through temptation, how could he be sure that he could handle what God was preparing for him to accomplish in the future? Every temptation is the opportunity to do good. To grow and mature in faith, so that we will not be slaves to our sin but overcome and master it. Discipleship is the process of conforming to Christ. It doesn’t happen instantly, but takes time to build a pattern in our life. Where we take the opportunities that we are given each day and use them to form a new character within us, and become more and more like the One who made us. (Col 3:10) Will you take the discipleship pledge with me today and make a decision to use all our temptations to become like Jesus? 
