Black, White, & Shades of Grey #8

“Avoiding the Addictions”

various texts

Are you an addict?


“Of course not!” I can hear many people say. “Do I look like some strung-out junkie?”


Maybe not. But many addicts don’t fit the stereotype we may picture when we hear the word “addict” or “addiction.” And there may be many more addicts than you would imagine. Consider these statistics:

· An estimated 10.5% of Americans are alcoholics.

· 8 percent of persons 12 years of age and over with any illicit drug use in the past month.
 But an estimated 20 percent of people in the United States have used prescription drugs for non-medical reasons.

· According to recent research, about 2.5 million adults in America are pathological gamblers and another 3 million of them should be considered problem gamblers, 15 million adults are at a risk for problem gambling and about 148 million are low-risk gamblers.

· 10% admit to being addicted to pornography, but over 70% of men from age 18-34 visit a porn site online at least once a month.

· If you took all the various kids of addictions, the total figure would be about 131 million (about 1 of every 3 people).
 
Perhaps it would be helpful to define what I am talking about. The best definition I read is this: “An addiction is any thinking or behavior that is habitual, repetitious, and very difficult or impossible to control regardless of the consequences.”
 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, shopping, or hoarding); and interpersonal relationships (co-dependent relationships, often involving the inter​changeable relationship roles of victim, victimizer, and/or rescuer). None of these is necessar​ily addictive in and of itself. Reliance 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.


What makes addictions so appealing? In a word: pleasure. The activity may be stimulating or it may be tranquilizing, but it can turn into a dependency just the same.
 Unfortunately, while the addiction brings short-term pleasure, it also brings long-term consequences in terms of one’s health, relationships with others, and even one’s relationship with God. In most cases, addictions are progressive conditions that slowly exert more and more power and control. With many addictions, the control is both psychological and physical. The addict may agree that the condition is harmful, but stopping seems to be impossible. Since the addictions meets psychological and/or physical needs, stopping may not even be attempted or seen as a realistic or desirable option. As a result, even after difficult detoxification, the substance abuser often returns to the needle, or the alcoholic returns to the bottle. Even after repeated medical warnings, the smoker may continue to puff on two packs a day, or the obese person continues to overeat and shun exercise. The workaholic continues the self-driving lifestyle and refuses to slow down, even after a near fatal heart attack. It’s “been studied over and over and over again,” according to the dean of the medical school at Johns Hopkins University. Of the 600,000 people in the United States who have heart bypasses every year, 90 percent do not change their eating habits, get more exercise, or calm their driven lifestyles, even though slowing down would prolong their lives and avoid future heart problems.”﻿ Perhaps it is not surprising that addictions have become a major health hazard worldwide and have been called “the greatest threat to our nation’s health.”﻿﻿
 

“Whew,” you might be thinking, “I’m glad I don’t fall into that category!”


Not so fast, my friend.


John 8:31-34 records the conversation between Jesus and a group of Jews listening to Him.

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

They answered him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” 

Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” 

These fine, upstanding members of the community could not conceive of themselves as being slaves (or addicts, in our terminology). “How dare you talk to us like a bunch of addicts,” they seem to say to Jesus.


But what did Jesus reply to them? “Everyone who sins a slave to sin.” The way this phrase is worded in the original Greek points to a continuing state of sin. Jesus is not saying that every individual act of sin represents slavery (though there is a sense in which that, too, is true). He is saying that everyone who continues in sin, who is a sinner, is thereby a slave.
 

Pair these words of Jesus with Paul’s statement in Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” and we get a realistic picture of man’s plight. Who is the addict (or nicer word for “slave”)? According the Jesus, everyone who sins. And who sins? According to Paul, all have sinned. So what does that mean? Simply that everyone in his or her natural state is a hopeless captive to sin. Earlier I gave the statistic that 1 out of 3 people in our culture are addicted to one thing or another. According to God’s Word, that rate should be raised to 3 out of 3 people. 100% of all people are addicts—addicted to sin.

Our Enslaved Disposition


Why is this the case? Experts today try to identify environmental factors, hereditary issues, and physiological, psychological, or emotional reasons for our enslaved disposition, but the Bible states the problem is spiritual. I’d like to highlight two root causes for this: we are enslaved by our character, and we are enslaved by our choices. 

First, we are enslaved by our character. We are not sinners because we sin; we sin because we are sinners…and we are sinners from birth. As David confessed in Psalm 51:5, “For I was born a sinner—yes, from the moment my mother conceived me” [nlt]. Often newborn babies are described as “innocent,” but according to the Bible that is simply not the case. John Stott writes,

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.

He goes on to add,

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.


When Jesus made this statement, His hearers did not take kindly to His words, either. They did not realize that they were in bondage, hence they did not know they needed to be free.
 People today have the same problem…especially those who live in “the land of the free.” But, in fact, we are all slaves—slaves in thought, imagination, and action.
 
We are also enslaved by our choices. Warren Wiersbe writes,

It’s impossible to sin without being bound. One of the deceitful things about sin is that it promises freedom but only brings slavery. The cords of sin get stronger the more we sin, yet sin deceives us into thinking we’re free and can quit sinning whenever we please. As the invisible chains of habit are forged, we discover to our horror that we don’t have the strength to break them. Millions of people in our world today are in one kind of bondage or another and are seeking for deliverance….
 

Peter writes 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.” William Barclay observes,
Sometimes when a man is rebuked for doing something wrong or warned against such a thing, his answer is: “﻿Surely I can do what I like with my own life.﻿” But the point is that the man who sins does not do what he likes; he does what sin likes. A man can let a habit get such a grip of him that he cannot break it. He can allow a pleasure to master him so completely that he cannot do without it. He can let some self-indulgence so dominate him that he is powerless to break away from it. He can get into such a state that in the end, as Seneca said, he hates and loves his sins at one and the same time. So far from doing what he likes, the sinner has lost the power to do what he likes. He is a slave to the habits, the self-indulgences, the wrong pleasures which have mastered him. This is precisely Jesus’ point.
 
Paul shares from his own experience in Romans 7:14-19,

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. 


Sound familiar? This is a statement we can all relate to. While it is true that we are all addicted to sin from birth, as a part of our character, we are also enslaved by the choices that we make. As mentioned earlier, the list of objects to which folks are addicted is lengthy. I believe that each person’s sin nature is unique, just as every personality is unique. Some temptations seem irresistible to some while not bothering others at all. (This is why we should not be quick to judge others who are addicted to sins that don’t even tempt us…our addictions may be different, but no less enslaving.)


Truth is, all of us are chronically addicted to sin. Even after we are saved, our bodies crave that which gave us short-term pleasure and caused long-term anguish.
 No wonder Paul ends Romans 7 with the agonizing cry, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” [Romans 7:24]

Our Emancipated Delivery


The good news is that our enslaved disposition is not the end of the story. In the very next verse Paul exclaims, “Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” [Romans 7:25] The Christian Gospel is all about our emancipated delivery from bondage. From the passage read earlier from John 8, Jesus said, “Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free,” and, “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

Jesus promises freedom to all who come to Him. As Charles Stanley puts it, “Consider these verses the believer’s emancipation proclamation.”
 We have been set free! But it is not freedom to do whatever we want. Christian freedom is freedom from sin, not freedom to sin. It is an unrestricted liberty of approach to God as His children, not an unrestricted liberty to wallow in our own selfishness. 
  Paul writes in Galatians 5:13, “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.” 
Our Ethical Decisions


Which brings us to our ethical decisions. As Christians we are faced with choices every day. Some of those choices are simple—God has clearly told us either to do it or explicity told us not to do it through His Word. But what about those choices for which we have no definitive answer from the Bible? What do we do in those instances where we cannot cite chapter and verse for our direction?


The principle at work for this message is the principle of enslavement. As Christians, we should not do anything that would put us into bondage…or to put it in more contemporary terms, into addiction.


Paul writes in Romans 6:6, “For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin.” It is not God’s plan for us that we continue to be bound in sin, unable to break the chains of addiction in our lives. Elsewhere the apostle wrote, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” [Galatians 5:1]. Peter adds in 1 Peter 2:16, “Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God.” Contrary to popular opinion, God does not save us from bondage only to put us under more bondage. We were saved to be free…free to know God, to love God, to obey God…free just as Adam and Eve were free before they chose to disobey God and enslave themselves to sin and death.


Yet it is still possible for a person to be emancipated by Christ and yet find themselves enslaved to sin all over again. Peter writes about such people in 2 Peter 2:19-20,

They promise them freedom, while they themselves are slaves of depravity—for a man is a slave to whatever has mastered him. If they have escaped the corruption of the world by knowing our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and are again entangled in it and overcome, they are worse off at the end than they were at the beginning. 


So how can we overcome the addictions that are so prevalent around us? I believe we can learn a lesson from something said by God to Cain back in Genesis 4:7, “If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” That word translated “desire” means “to dominate” or “to control.” The Lord is telling Cain, “Your anger is like a wild beast crouching at your door, waiting to spring. You must master it or you will be mastered!”


There is the key: Master or be mastered. Overcome sin or sin will overcome you. You say, “I can’t break these chains!” Jesus said, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” Who are you going to believe?


Remember, an addiction, by its very nature, is something that is beyond your control. Resolves of the will alone are useless in defeating a true addiction. You cannot just decide to be free of it. But you can decide to open this corner of your life to the forgiving grace and healing power of God. You can decide to allow loving friends who know the ways of prayer to stand with you. You can decide to live simply one day at a time in quiet dependence upon God’s intervention.


I am not suggesting it will be easy—I am only promising that it can be done. This kind of victory over sin takes time and effort and teamwork with other believers…but it can be done. Make yourself accountble to another Christian (or to several Christians)—not the ones who will judge you and jump on you every time you slip, but those who will “restore you gently,” according to Galatians 6:1. Those who love you enough not to let you get away with sin, but who will look you in the eye and demand honesty, who will pray with you and for you, who will walk down that road until it becomes a victory lap.


There is another way to triumph over temptation as Christians: avoid the addictions before they ensnare us. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “‘Everything is permissible for me’—but not everything is beneficial. ‘Everything is permissible for me’—but I will not be mastered by anything.”  I like the way J. B. Phillips renders this verse:
As a Christian I may do anything, but that does not mean that everything is good for me. I may do everything, but I must not be a slave of anything.

Once again Paul underscores Christian liberty, but he will not allow himself to come under the control of anything outside of himself. Remember the fruit of the Spirit, listed in Galatians 5:22-23? What is the last characteristic? Self-control. Now, of course, for the Christian, self-control really means Spirit-control, since the Holy Spirit of God lives within us. But where the Spirit lives, nothing else is to exert control.

Now it is possible to become enslaved even by actions or substances that are permissible and not bad in themselves. For example, food and drink are not innately bad, but they can control us and be abused.
 Sex was created by God and meant to be holy, but sexual addiction is a real problem for many today. Anything that we allow to control us becomes unhealthy…and a sin.

Not a person who hears this today is completely free from bad habits, whether lawless or lawful. That’s the price we pay for being human. Some are wrestling with a habit as accepted and common as overeating or exaggerating or cheating or procrastinating. Others, by habit, are negative and suspicious, resulting in habitually closed minded responses. While some are ungrateful and demanding, others are continually extravagant and undiscerning. Some of you feel trapped by overt dependence on alcohol consump​tion, addiction to drugs, cravings for nicotine and caffeine, the lure of sen​sual lust, or a pill for every ill. Habits like gossip, worry, irritability, and profanity are often practiced without guilt, justified through cleverly devised mental schemes.
 Do not allow anything to take control of your life. Reject anything that is producing an addiction in you. Refuse to be a slave to anything but God.


Does this mean that we cannot participate in any activity that might become an addiction? No, of course not, for almost anything can become an addiction if allowed to do so. (Just because there are workaholics does not mean that we should not work at all!) Nor does this mean that the same standards can be used regarding grey areas for every person, for what may enslave one may not even be tempting to another.


Live free! Christ has died to break the power of sin in our lives. Just don’t let that liberty turn into license to sin, for once we open that door, we may not be able to close it. Just like Cain, sin is crouching at our door. It wants to master us, but we must master it. And, in Christ, we can!
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