Whatever Happened to Sin #4

“The Enslavement of Sin”

Romans 7; John 8:34
What kind of “holic” are you?


These days there are so many to choose from.  There are alcoholics, narcoholics, workoholics—one movie in the theaters right now is “Confessions of a Shopoholic.” 


All of these refer to one problem that has grown to epidemic proportions in our culture: addiction. The term “addiction” appeared as far back as 1599, when Shakespeare used it in the first scene of Henry V; however it wasn’t until 1906, in reference to opium, that it began to be used regularly.   One medical resource defines addiction this way:

Addiction is a primary, progressive, chronic disease with genetic, psychosocial, and environmental factors influencing its development and manifestations. The disease is often progressive and fatal. It is characterized by impaired control over use of the substance, preoccupation with the substance, use of the substance despite adverse consequences, and distortions in thinking.


Christian psychologist Gary Collins provides a simpler definition: “An addiction is any thinking or behavior that is habitual, repetitious, and very difficult or impossible to control regardless of the consequences.”
  With that in mind, consider these current statistics on addiction:

· Nicotine: 45 million Americans smoke; 15 billion cigarettes are sold daily.  32 million try to quit yearly; only 7% actually quit for at least one year.  Every year there are 440,000 tobacco related deaths—more than U.S. casualties for World War II and the Viet Nam war combined.

· Substance abuse: 22 million Americans have substance abuse or dependence (alcohol, prescription drugs, illegal drugs)

· Alcohol: 14 million Americans suffer alcohol dependence or abuse.  There are more than 100,000 alcohol-related deaths per year, including more than 17,000 alcohol-related car deaths.

· Gambling: 88% of Americans have gambled at least once; 60% gamble at least once a year.  Three million (1%) of Americans have a gambling addiction, while another six to nine million (2-3%) have less significant but still serious gambling problems.

· Sex: Estimated 18-24 million (6-8%) sex addicts in America.  Nearly 30 million (10%) visit porn sites online at least weekly.

 
These are just some of the areas in which people are addicted.  Potential addiction agents include food (com​pulsive overeating and other eating disorders); ac​tivity, achievement (workaholism), rigid performance standards (perfectionism), the em​phasis on form rather than substance in spiritual matters (religiosity, religious legalism, or spiritual addiction); erotic fantasy and arousal (sexual ad​diction); money (compulsive spending, hoarding, or shopping); and interpersonal relationships (co-dependent relationships). None of these agents is necessar​ily addictive in and of itself. Reliance on these agents crosses an invisible line into the realm of addiction when the reliance is perceived as neces​sary for survival, identity, or the eradication of mental or emotional pain.


In those earlier definitions of addiction, did you notice the disregard for consequences?  When someone is caught up in a habit, there is no thought for what happens at the end.  They may have heard all the numbers about how many people die from this activity or the risks to the health of themselves and those around them, but none of that matters at the time.  They must get their fix of whatever it is they are hooked on.

The Mystery of Addiction


Doing the math with the figures mentioned above, 78% of Americans are addicted to some substance or behavior.  According to Scripture, however, those statistics are inaccurate. They are too low.


Way too low.


Consider the words of Jesus in John 8:34, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.”  Paul wrote in Galatians 3:22, “But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin,” and in Titus 3:3, “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.” Peter wrote of false teachers in 2 Peter 2:19, “They promise them freedom, while they themselves are slaves of depravity—for a man is a slave to whatever has mastered him.”  We are all like King Ahab, about whom it is written, “you have sold yourself to do evil in the eyes of the Lord” [1 Kings 21:20].


We don’t like that word “slave” because of our nation’s history, so just substitute the word “addict” and it means the same: “Everyone who sins is an addict to sin”; “The whole world is an addict to sin”; “They themselves are addicts of depravity—for a man is an addict to whatever has mastered him.”


The mystery of addiction, according to God’s Word, is that everyone is addicted to sin.  There is no exception, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23).  According to the Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics,
Addictions are multidimensional, including physical (for example, the biochemical depen​dence on a drug), emotional (the emotional needi​ness which originates and propels the addiction), mental (the obsession with the addiction agent), behavioral (the compulsion to act out the addiction cycle), and spiritual dimensions.


Most of the attempts of addiction treatment focus on the physical, emotional, mental, and behavioral elements, but they are in fact dealing with the symptoms and not the root cause.  Addiction is primarily a spiritual problem, as evidenced in Romans 6:16,

Don’t you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness?

So we can conclude with R. K. Harrison, “Modern Chris​tian psychology recognizes that effective addiction treatment must arise from a spiritual foundation.”
  

The Misery of Addiction


The Bible does not merely point out the fact that mankind is addicted to sin.  In Romans chapter seven Paul writes very poignantly about the misery of addiction.  Feel the emotions of his words:

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God's law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? [Romans 7:14-24]


Who among us cannot relate with these feelings?  We look at ourselves in the mirror and ask, “What is wrong with you?”  We know intellectually what is right and what is wrong.  We may even comprehend the consequences of going against those standards.  But when the time comes, we fail to do right and we choose to do wrong. And “there is nobody more miserable than someone who knows what is right, and wants to do what is right, but can’t.”


It may appear that Paul is making excuses in the passage—“it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it”—something like “the Devil made me do it.”  But that is not the case at all.  Paul accepts responsibility for his actions, but he knows that it is not the “new man” in Christ; it is the “old man” of his sin nature before Christ. And that is why he was so miserable.


John Stott writes,

Because sin is an inward corruption of human nature we are in bondage. It is not so much certain acts or habits which enslave us, but rather the evil infection from which these spring. So many times in the New Testament we are described as “slaves.” We resent it but it is true… We know this only too well. We have high ideals but weak wills. We want to live a good life, but we are chained in the prison of our self-centredness. However much we may boast of being free, we are in reality but slaves. We need to come in tears to God and say:

It is not finished, Lord,

There is not one thing done,

There is no battle of my life

That I have really won.

And now I come to tell thee

How I fought to tell,

My human, all too human, tale

Of weakness and futility

[Studdert Kennedy].


Like the old saying goes, “To err is human.”  It’s also miserable.

The Mastery over Addiction


Thankfully, that’s not the last word on the subject.  Paul cries out in misery, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?”  In the very next verse he answers his own question: “Thanks be to God — through Jesus Christ our Lord!” [Romans 7:25]


Stott continues,

It is no use giving us rules of conduct; we cannot keep them. Let God go on saying “Thou shall not,” yet we shall to the end of time. A lecture will not solve our problem; we need a Saviour. The education of the mind is not enough without a change of heart. Man has found the secret of physical power, the power of nuclear reaction. Now he needs spiritual power, to set him free from himself, to conquer and control himself, the power to give him moral character to match his scientific achievement.


I guess in the final analysis we can safely say we are all sin-oholics.  In the words of Mark Twain, “Everybody is a moon; and has a dark side which he never shows to anybody.”


This means that we are no better or worse than any other sinner. Before we look down our noses at somebody else caught up in a habit or addiction, we’d better look in a mirror and realize that we are just as addicted to some other sin.  


The fact that all mankind is addicted to sin is not an excuse to go on sinning.  The final verse of Romans 7 demonstrates the victory that is available through Jesus Christ.  Later in this series we will examine that victory in detail, particularly looking at Romans chapters 6 and 8.


For now we must acknowledge our enslavement to sin.  Experts claim that the first step to recovery from addiction is to admit that there is a problem.  The same is true when it comes to sin.  We must first admit to the problem before we will have any hope of overcoming it.
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