YOUTH TALK - THE YOUTH MINISTRY LIVING ROOM

Fleshing Out: How Selfishness

Takes Over

What the Bible means by "the flesh," and how to keep it from mastering you

I say then: Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.
GALATIANS 5:16

AT A GLANCE

BIG IDEA The "flesh" is the selfish pull inside us that corrupts even good things. Giving in to
it never stays small: it consumes, then masters, then destroys. The answer is to
walk in the Spirit.

SCRIPTURE James 1:14-15 - James 3:14-16 - 1John 2:15-17 - 2 Peter 2:19-20 - Galatians 5:16-25
LENGTH About 20 minutes

BEST FOR Middle school and high school

YOU WILL NEED Bibles and a whiteboard. Optional: a picture of a python or boa constrictor.

Start here: what is "the flesh"?

When the Bible says "flesh," sometimes it just means the human body, like when "the Word
became flesh" (John 1:14). But often it means something else: the cravings and desires of
selfishness that live inside every human being. Some translations call it "the sinful nature."

The flesh doesn't only push us toward obviously bad things. It can corrupt good things too: food,
friendships, sports, grades, even church activities, when they become about me instead of God
and others.

ILLUSTRATION: THE CONSTRICTOR

A python or boa doesn't usually attack with venom. It wraps around its prey, and each time
the prey breathes out, the snake squeezes a little tighter until there is no room left to
breathe. Selfishness works the same way. Every time we give in, it tightens its grip. It feels
harmless at first, but it never stays small.
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© Selfishness consumes you

“But each one is tempted when he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed. Then, when
desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, brings forth
death.” JAMES 1:14-15

James describes a life cycle, like something being born and growing up: desire — temptation —
sin — death. It starts inside us, with our "own desires." Nobody makes us sin; the flesh drags us
toward it with bait, the way a fisherman uses a lure. If we feed the desire, it grows. If we act on it,
it grows up into something deadly.

Write the cycle on the board and ask where it is easiest to stop. (At the very beginning.)

© Selfishness masters you

Peter warns about people who promise freedom while "they themselves are slaves of corruption;
for by whom a person is overcome, by him also he is brought into bondage" (2 Peter 2:19). The
next verse says that people who escape the world's pollution through knowing Jesus, and then
get tangled up in it again, end up worse off than before (2:20).

That's the lie of the flesh: "Do what you want and you'll be free." In reality, whatever you keep
giving in to becomes your master. Ask anyone who can't stop scrolling, gaming, vaping, gossiping,
or looking at things they shouldn't. What started as a choice becomes a chain.

© Selfishness destroys you, and the people around you

“For where envy and self-seeking exist, confusion and every evil thing are there.” JAMEs 3:16

James says bitter envy and "self-seeking" (selfish ambition) in our hearts don't come from God.
They are "earthly, sensual, demonic" (3:15). Look at the result: confusion and every kind of evil.
Selfishness wrecks friendships, splits teams, tears families apart, and destroys churches.

John shows us the three ways the world appeals to the flesh: "the lust of the flesh, the lust of the
eyes, and the pride of life" (1 John 2:16). In other words: I want to feel it,  want to have it, and I
want to be noticed for it. Satan used the same bait on Eve (Genesis 3:6) and on Jesus (Matthew
4:1-11). But "the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides
forever” (1 John 2:17).

The answer: walk in the Spirit

We can't defeat the flesh by trying harder in our own strength. That's just the flesh trying to fix
the flesh. Paul's answer is to walk in the Spirit: to live each moment depending on the Holy Spirit,
who lives in every believer.
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Paul admits there is a real battle: "the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the
flesh" (Galatians 5:17). But he also tells us how the battle was won: "those who are Christ's have

crucified the flesh with its passions and desires" (5:24). When you trusted Jesus, the flesh lost its
right to rule you.

So walking in the Spirit looks like this:

* Notice the pull early. Catch the desire before it becomes action.
* Say no out loud, and yes to God. "Holy Spirit, I can't, but You can. Help me right now."

* Feed the Spirit, starve the flesh. What you fill your mind with grows. Choose God's Word,
worship, and good friends.

* Look for the fruit. The Spirit grows "love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control" (5:22-23). These are the opposite of selfishness.

TALK IT OVER

1. In your own words, what does the Bible mean by "the flesh"?

2. How can the flesh corrupt good things, like sports, friendships, or even church?

3. Look at the cycle in James 1:14-15. Where is the easiest place to stop it? Why?

4. Which of the three appeals in 1John 2:16 (feel it, have it, be noticed) pulls on you most?

5. What does "walking in the Spirit" look like on an ordinary school day?

TAKE IT HOME

This week, every time you notice a selfish desire pulling at you, pause and pray a one-

sentence prayer: "Holy Spirit, I can't, but You can. Help me right now." Keep a tally. At the
end of the week, thank God for every time He helped you say no.

From fifty years of youth ministry by Ron Whittam. Share freely with your students and leaders. - The Youth Ministry Living Room -
grprogramming.com/livingroom

Scripture quotations are from the New King James Version®. Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson. Used by permission. All rights
reserved.
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