“JOSEPH’S TEMPTATION: JOSEPH CHOOSES INTEGRITY”
Defining Moments

February 22, 2009

Cornerstone Community Church
“The trouble with temptation,” it has been said, “is that it may never come our way again.”  Another humorist said it like this: “Lead us not into temptation. Just tell us where it is, and we’ll find it.”  The truth, of course, is that we don’t need to go looking for temptation; temptation seems quite capable of finding us on its own, thank you very much.  You don’t have to say anything out loud, but just think about this for a moment – what are your most common temptations?  What are the temptations that are the most difficult for you to resist?  For some of us the toughest temptations concern money, especially in this economy, especially when we’re filling out our tax returns.  For some of us the toughest temptations concern the habits that hamper our health – the temptation to eat too much, the temptation to drink too much, the temptation to exercise too little, the temptation to use drugs as a pain-killer.  For some the toughest temptation involves telling the truth, especially when the truth makes us look bad.  And for some the toughest temptation is the struggle to stay pure, a struggle we hoped would get easier when we got married or when we got saved or when we got older, but somehow just seems to get harder and harder.
Now just so we’re clear, it’s not a sin to be tempted.  Jesus, the only person ever to live a sinless life, was tempted.  In fact, he was tempted often.  Here’s what the Bible says about Jesus: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet without sin.” (Hebrews 4:15)  Being tempted to cheat on a test at school, being tempted to cheat on your taxes, being tempted to cheat on your partner isn’t wrong; it’s human.  It’s the giving in to temptation that’s the sin.  It’s crossing the line you know you shouldn’t cross that’s wrong.
Here’s another misconception we need to clear up, the misconception of thinking that my temptations are unique, the delusion that my temptations are more tempting than anyone else’s.  Listen to what Paul writes in one of his letters: “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.  And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear.  But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” (1 Corinthians 10:13)  We all battle, to one degree or another, the same demons.  Sure, the specifics are unique; our circumstances differ.  But your temptations and my temptations are the same as everyone else’s temptations.  It’s part of living in our fallen world.
Have you ever known someone who was addicted to pain-killers?  For a long time I didn’t really understand why you would do that, because I had seen up close two or three examples of people whose lives were largely ruined by them.  And I read how Brett Favre’s career was nearly derailed by an addiction to Vicodin, and how Rush Limbaugh’s radio career and his health were put in jeopardy by his addiction to Oxycontin.  Then I had a minor surgery and the doctor prescribed Vicodin.  I didn’t need them at first, but then the pain got worse so I took two – just like the doctor told me to.  And then I grabbed a Diet Coke and sat down in my recliner to relax and to try to forget about the pain.  Well the funniest thing happened.  Within an hour I was as hyper as could be.  It wasn’t just that I wasn’t feeling any pain; it’s that I had this rush of energy, this compulsion to be productive.  Over the next few hours, instead of resting from my surgery, I was a blur of activity.  I got more done in the next three or four hours than I sometimes do in a week.  
The next day came along and I was back to my normal self.  In fact, I was kind of dragging.  And the thought came to me: “You know, I bet if I took a couple of Vicodin and had a Diet Coke, I would feel a lot more energetic.  I bet that would help me get a lot done.”  And then it all started to make sense to me.  I have never taken any illegal drugs in my life, and have never been tempted to.  But suddenly I had some insight into why it’s tempting to take chemicals.  And I understood how tempting it is to rationalize what you know is wrong.  I thought, “Think how much faster I could write my sermons.  Think how much more I could do for the church.”  
Now I better finish the story so you don’t worry about me.  Here’s a quote that has always helped me: “One of the first signs that we’re in serious trouble with a temptation is that we don’t reveal it to anybody else.”  That’s pretty profound, if you ask me.  If we really don’t want to overcome temptation, then here’s what we do – we don’t tell anyone about it.  Just keep it to yourself.  But here’s what I did right when I was making this discovery about the magical powers of Vicodin and Diet Coke – I told my wife.  Of course, it’s not like she was totally in the dark about it.  It was pretty obvious to my whole family that Dad was unusually hyper.  But just the same, the right thing for me to do was to talk about it with her, to let her in on this discovery and on this temptation. 
And here’s my larger point – we’re all tempted.  No matter our level of education, no matter our level of income, no matter our age, no matter our race, we are all tempted.  “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.”  
Oh, and here’s one more principle we need to appreciate about temptation – our temptations are defining moments.  When we’re tempted, we are required to make a choice.  Our choices determine our habits; our habits determine our character; and our character determines our destiny.  Yes, there is forgiveness.  Our God is a gracious and merciful God, a God who is eager to forgive us when we fall.  But sin still leaves a mark.  Think of it like this.  A number of years ago I helped a neighbor build a deck.  Quite honestly, neither of us was very good at this, though I was by far the weakest link.  You wouldn’t think it would be that hard to nail a board to a beam, but I had my troubles.  Sometimes my nail was in the wrong place.  Sometimes I bent the nail.  Fortunately, you can pull out a nail that’s gone in wrong.  But unfortunately, the nail leaves a hole where there shouldn’t be a hole.  That’s something like what happens when we sin.  God can pull the nail out of the hole when he forgives us, but there’s still a hole where there shouldn’t be a hole.  And while one hole or two holes might not be all that bad, the damage adds up.  Our choices determine our habits; our habits determine our character; and our character determines our destiny.
For the next two weeks we’re going to be studying one of the main figures in the book of Genesis, Joseph.  This week we’re going to focus on the first half of his story and learn from Joseph how to handle temptation.  
Joseph’s Temptation
Joseph’s story begins in Genesis 37 when he is just 17 years old.  Joseph is the eleventh of the twelve sons of Jacob, and in fact is Jacob’s favorite son, which does not sit too well with his brothers.  Jacob foolishly made sure everyone knew Joseph was his favorite by giving Joseph a special flashy coat.  My Dad and I were much smarter about this.  Although my older brothers claimed they were my Dad’s favorites, I knew from my conversations with Dad that I was really his favorite.  Oh, he never said it in so many words, but I’m sure that’s what he meant.  But there was no mistaking who was Jacob’s favorite, and Joseph’s brothers hated him intensely for it.

As the story is told, Joseph’s brothers are out in the country taking care of their father’s sheep.  Jacob sends Joseph out to check up on his brothers and to make sure they’re okay.  When the brothers see Joseph off in the distance, they put their heads together and come up with a plan to put Joseph in his place.  They grab him, rip off the beautiful robe his father had given him, and toss him down to the bottom of a dried up well.  Their original plan is to let him rot and die at the bottom of the well, but they eventually have a change of heart.  Of course, the change of heart is for the worse; that’s the kind of brothers they are.  Instead of letting Joseph die, they sell him to a band of marauders – after all, they might as well make some money on the deal.  So they sell him for 20 pieces of silver, the same amount a disabled slave would go for in those days.  Then they take Joseph’s robe and cover it in goat’s blood and take it back home to show dear old dad, who quickly concludes his favorite son has been killed by a wild animal.


Aren’t you glad you didn’t live back then?  My brothers did some pretty mean things to me – like give me swirlies and pull out my leg hairs and embarrass me in front of girls – but they never sold me into slavery.  You have to think Joseph was pretty bitter about the whole experience, pretty angry at his brothers and a bit angry at God for letting something so crummy happen to him.  I would be.  But Joseph decides not to become bitter, but to become better.  Like the philosopher Nietzsche once said, “Whatever does not kill me will only make me stronger.”  


When we catch up with Joseph he is being sold as a slave in Egypt to Potiphar, a high-ranking military officer.  In fact, Potiphar is the chief executioner of Egypt, not a guy you mess around with.  Here’s what we read about him in Genesis 39:


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.  From the time he put him in charge of his household and all that he owned, the Lord blessed the household of the Egyptian because of Joseph. (Genesis 39:2-5)

Life is back on track for Joseph.  He is successful, he has authority, he has power; he has an excellent life. And on top of that, Joseph is a stud-muffin.  In Genesis 39:6 the Bible tells us that Joseph is “well-built and handsome.”  What would you give to have God describe you in writing as “well-built and handsome?”  That’s probably Joseph’s favorite verse in the Bible.  

And then we come to a defining moment in Joseph’s life.  There is, Joseph discovers, a downside to being “well-built and handsome.”  Joseph is such a physical specimen that Potiphar’s wife can’t seem to keep her hands off of him.  Here’s how the story reads:  “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!’” (Genesis 39:7)  So much for playing hard to get.  So what do you think goes through Joseph’s mind at that moment?  I have to imagine that young Joseph is tempted by this offer.  It’s only natural, isn’t it?  I think it’s fair to assume that Potiphar’s wife was an attractive woman.  And I bet that Joseph could have rationalized this.  Do you know one of the rationalizations that we use most often to give into temptation?  Here it is: “I deserve it.”  

Have you ever told yourself that?  You’ve worked hard all day, all week, all month.  You’ve been a good soldier, you’ve played by the book, but things still aren’t going all that well for you.  From where you sit, God hasn’t been entirely fair with you.  And now it’s the end of the week and you’re ready for some “me” time.  You deserve a break.  You deserve to blow off some steam.  You deserve to sow some wild oats.  Tomorrow you’ll get back on track, but tonight … well, let’s just say that you deserve to do whatever you want to do tonight.
Joseph surely could have used that rationalization, after what his brothers did to him, after being sold into slavery, after working his fingers to the bone for the hard-nosed Potiphar.  And it’s not like he asked for this; he wasn’t looking at stuff he shouldn’t be looking at, he was going to places he shouldn’t go.  He was just doing his job.  So what’s wrong with a little “me” time for Joseph?  

It has well been said that it’s not the bait that’s sinful, it’s the bite.  And Joseph doesn’t take the bite.  Here’s what happens next:

But Joseph 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.  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?”  And though she spoke to Joseph day after day, he refused to go to bed with her or even be with her.  (Genesis 39:8-10)  

Let’s be sure to notice a couple of points.  First, this wasn’t a one-time temptation.  Potiphar’s wife propositioned him day after day after day.  This was an ongoing enticement.  Potiphar’s wife tried to wear Joseph down.  And we know what that’s like, don’t we?  Temptation isn’t a once a year or a once a month kind of thing; it’s a daily deal.  And notice how Joseph handled it – he refused.  He just said no.  He didn’t negotiate.  He didn’t rationalize.  He didn’t mull it over.  He refused.  And let’s not miss the importance of that last phrase – Joseph not only refused to sleep with her; he refused to even be with her.  He was proactive.  He took action to avoid being anywhere near her.  

Now to fully appreciate Joseph, we need to know what happened next.  By all rights, Joseph’s moral courage should be rewarded.  Joseph deserves some kudos for doing the right thing, we would all agree.  But Potiphar’s wife doesn’t like being rejected.  “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” wrote the poet William Congrieve, and he was right about Mrs. Potiphar, who decides to frame Joseph. The next time Joseph comes by she grabs his coat.  He runs off, she screams, and when the attendants come she claims that this Hebrew tried to force himself on her.  And let’s remember who Joseph is working for – his boss is Potiphar, the chief executioner.  Justice in those days was swift.  Potiphar surely had the right to execute Joseph on the spot.  That he didn’t suggests Potiphar didn’t entirely believe his wife’s accusation.  But even though the charge is untrue, and even though Potiphar probably doesn’t believe his wife’s story, guess what happens to Joseph – Potiphar still throws Joseph in prison.  

And I have a hunch that Joseph knew things weren’t going to turn out well for him.  I have a hunch he realized he was in a no-win situation the first time Potiphar’s wife made a pass at him.  But here’s what Joseph understood.  He understood that our choices determine our habits, and our habits determine our character, and our character determines our destiny.  He understood that this was a defining moment for him, a destiny-defining moment.  
I was in my second year of seminary, preparing for my life as a pastor.  I was working as an intern at a small church in the Twin Cities.  I had a great relationship with my boss, the senior pastor of this church; he and I became good friends quite quickly.  I was single at the time, and so my boss often invited me over to dinner at his house to give me a chance to enjoy a meal with him, his wife and their two young children. 

 One evening after dinner I took my dishes into the kitchen and started to help my boss’ wife clean up.  My boss took the two kids out into the back to play with them.  Nothing seemed unusual; I had had many conversations with my boss’ wife at the church and in their house before.  But this one very quickly took a turn I had never imagined.  First, she put her hands on me, not sexually but in a tender way.  But then she left her hands there much too long for my comfort.  And then she said some things to me that made it very clear what she was thinking and what she wanted from me.  And I knew, without any doubt, that this was a defining moment for me.  I knew that, one way or another, my life was about to change.
A few weeks ago I shared this quote with you from Erwin McManus: “There are people whose lives and future depend on you stepping up and living big.”  There was more than my life and future that was at stake in that moment.  There was that woman’s life, my boss’ life, their kid’s lives, the lives of people in that church.  If I hadn’t stepped up at that moment, I think it’s very unlikely I would have ever become a pastor, very unlikely I would have ever planted this church.  Fortunately, I did the right thing and I talked to the right people.  And I am convinced that doing the right thing then made it much easier to do the right thing when I was tempted in other ways after that.  Our choices determine our habits, our habits determine our character, and our character determines our destiny.
Make Purity A Priority  

Let me offer each of us a challenge this morning – let me challenge us to make purity our priority.  Look at what God has to say about this topic:
But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people.  Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving.  For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person – such a man is an idolater – has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.  Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are disobedient.  Therefore do not become partners with them.  (Ephesians 5:3-7)
I think it’s safe to say that purity is not a high priority in our world.  I might be wrong about that, but that’s sort of the impression I get from watching TV and looking at magazine ads.  We typically think of men’s magazines as being the worst offenders when it comes to the selling of sex, and they are, but the women’s magazines aren’t far behind.  Recently a PR firm did a study of women’s magazines and found that nearly 75% of the articles in those magazines were devoted to sex.  The Center for Disease Control and Prevention recently found that nearly 50% of our kids in America have had sex by the 9th grade.  After all, the schools tell our kids to “just say no” to drugs, but when it comes to sex we tell them “just use protection.”  Purity is not a priority in our society.

But we who follow Jesus, the Bible says, are to be different – not weird, but different.  Among us, the Bible says, there “must not be even a hint of sexual immorality or of any kind of impurity.”  We aren’t even supposed to joke about it, the Bible tells us.  For we who follow Jesus, purity is to be a high priority.

So how do we do that?  Here’s what I’m not going to do.  I’m not going to give you a list of shows we shouldn’t watch and a list of magazines we shouldn’t read.  I’m not going to make a list of things we should and shouldn’t wear, or tell you what music we should or shouldn’t listen to.  Instead, let me give you two techniques to use to help us follow the example of Joseph and win over the temptation to impurity.

Here’s the first one.  When you are tempted by impurity, don’t fight it.  What?  Are you crazy?  What kind of advice is that, especially from a pastor?  Well, before you cover your children’s ears, let me finish the principle.  When you are tempted by impurity, don’t fight it – run from it.  Before I quote the Bible to you, let me quote Mark Twain, who said, “There are several good protections against temptation, but the surest is cowardice.”  When it comes to temptation, Twain says, be afraid; be very afraid.  And the Bible agrees.  The Bible doesn’t say to us, “Come on, be a man.  When you’re tempted, stand and fight.  You can beat it!”  Here’s what the Bible says: “Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace.” (2 Timothy 2:22)  Don’t fight it; flee from it, is the Bible’s advice.  And if you remember Joseph’s story, that’s exactly what he did.
A while ago I read a terrific book by Jerry Jenkins, the author of the “Left Behind” series that is so popular.  This book is called “Loving Your Marriage Enough To Protect It.”  In this book he cites a study that frankly surprised me, a study done by a Christian organization.  The study showed that the major factor in extramarital affairs is not unhappiness with your marriage.  The major factor, by far, is being physically and emotionally attracted to someone other than your spouse.  We used to think that most people who had affairs did so because they were unhappy with their marriage.  But 78% of the people surveyed said they had affairs even though they were perfectly happy at home because they had become physically and emotionally attracted to someone else.  

So what is Jerry Jenkins’ advice?  Run.  When you find yourself becoming attracted to someone other than your spouse, run.  Don’t try to handle it.  Don’t try to be strong.  Run.  As Mark Twain would tell us, be a coward and head for the hills.

And here’s a second strategy for staying pure – use the buddy system.  We use it when we go hiking, and we use it when we go swimming.  Why?  Because those can be dangerous activities, and sometimes we need a buddy to save us.  Impurity and immorality, the Bible warns, are very real dangers.  If we use a buddy to watch out for us when we go swimming, why not use a buddy to help us make purity a priority.  

Think about how AA works.  Someone is tempted to take a drink; what does he do?  He calls his sponsor, his buddy, and tells him his temptation, and his sponsor helps him to find a way of escape.  Here is what we as Christians need to do if we are serious about making purity a priority.  We need to buddy up.  We need to help each other out.   If you find yourself tempted to pursue a relationship beyond what you know is right, talk to your buddy about it.  If you are tempted to download stuff onto your computer that is going to compromise your purity, talk to your buddy about it.  Look, guys, we aren’t a bit shy about calling each other to ask for a buddy’s help moving furniture or hauling stuff to the dump or fixing our car.  Why in the world should we by shy about asking for help when the stakes are so much higher?  

 A number of years ago one of my favorite songs was one by an artist named Susan Ashton.  The song was called “There Is A Line;” here’s the chorus:

Within the scheme of things
Well, I know where I stand
My convictions they define who I am
Some move the boundaries at any cost
But there is a line, I will not cross
No riding on the fence - no alibis
No building on the sands of compromise
I won’t be borrowed and I can’t be bought
There is a line, I will not cross.
Let’s make our convictions define who we are.  Let’s draw a line we will not cross.  Let’s not wait until temptation comes.  Let’s make this our defining moment.
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