“Addictions”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

¨ Biblical Convictions & Objectives:
1• We believe the Bible is God’s inspired revelation to man and we will do our very best to be
guided by the Word of God in all things. The Word shapes culture, not the other way around.
2• We are committed to worshipping God with our minds, and ever growing in our confidence
of the Word. We will not back away from the hard subjects, but approach them with humble
submission.
3• We believe that God created mankind as worshippers and commanded them to worship Him
alone. The capacity for passion and delight is not a sinful characteristic of fallen men, but rather
it is God given to all mankind created in His image (Exodus 20:1-3; Genesis 2:8-9).
4• We believe the fall of man into sin was complete. This means that those human capacities
created for worship and joy are now corrupted by sin, with the result being that man seeks
pleasure outside of God (Genesis 3:8-13; 11:4; Jeremiah 17:9).
5• We believe all men are idolaters, whether in physical idols or idols of the heart. Men have
exchanged the worship of God for the worship of lesser things, which is ultimately the worship
of self. In this voluntary slavery, they give up their freedom by giving in to the lusts of the flesh,
seeking only to gratify their sinful appetites (Romans 1:22-23; 6:12-14; 13:14; Galatians 5:1626; 1 John 5:21).

¨ The Bondage of the Will …
The heart is the most powerful force driving the decisions of every human ever to walk the
planet. Nothing will ever tame or control the desires of the human will. The only hope is for the
affections of the human heart and the trajectory of the will to be aimed at the proper object.
In 2014, Selena Gomez wrote “I know I'm acting a bit crazy, strung out, a little bit hazy. Hand
over heart, I'm praying that I'm gonna make it out alive … save your advice 'cause I won't hear,
you might be right but I don't care. There's a million reasons why I should give you up, but the
heart wants what it wants. The heart wants what it wants!”
Long before those lyrics, King Solomon wrote, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but
its end is the way to death” (Proverbs 14:12; 16:25). The heart does want what the heart wants,
and it pursues a path that seems right in his own eyes. Driven by the desires of the heart, the will
charts its course to chase after what it craves, and what it craves is to be free from God and free
to do that which gratifies the flesh. Addiction comes pretty naturally to men and women
enslaved to the desires of their heart with a will in bondage to those lusts.
There is only one answer to such a human dilemma - For the heart to want the right thing! The
only way the heart fuels the will toward the glory of God is by the miracle of the Spirit in giving
someone a new heart that delights in Christ. From there the battle begins to have stronger
desires, not weaker ones. It is the battle to have a greater affection for the things of God than
any and every other object of worship. As the Scottish preacher, Thomas Chalmers wrote in the
early 19th century, “Seldom do any of our habits or flaws disappear by a process of extinction
through reasoning or by the mere force of mental determination. Reason and willpower are not
enough. But what cannot be destroyed may be dispossessed … the only way to dispossess [the
heart] of an old affection is by the expulsive power of a new one.”
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¨ A Disease or A Sin?
“Ah, sinful nation, a people laden with iniquity, offspring of evildoers, children who deal
corruptly! They have forsaken the Lord, they have despised the Holy One of Israel, they are
utterly estranged. Why will you still be struck down? Why will you continue to rebel? The whole
head is sick, and the whole heart faint. From the sole of the foot even to the head, there is no
soundness in it, but bruises and sores and raw wounds; they are not pressed out or bound up or
softened with oil” (Isaiah 1:4-6).
• The “disease model” to explain addiction dominates the field today, describing addiction as
sickness rather than sin. What are we to make of this? Indeed, the prophet Isaiah spoke of the
sinful nation of Judah in “sickness/disease” terms. But even a casual reading recognizes that this
is metaphoric language emphasizing through imagery the effects of willful sin that feels much
like being sick - it effects the whole body, it is painful, and when untreated it leads to death. Ed
Welch states, “The disease theory persists because there are no other readily available
explanations for why people can feel out of control” (Addictions: A Banquet in the Grave: Ed
Welch, pg. 28). But we have already hypothesized that the Scriptures offer another explanation,
one more powerful that genetics or shaping social influences, and that is the power of sin. Sin is
something we do, not something we catch. Dealing with sin involves confession, not just
medical treatment. This “disease” is in our heart and not just a sickness in our body. No pill will
cure it, and only the blood of Jesus Christ will bring true healing!
The Continuity: We are all Sin Addicts (also known as Idolaters)
From as early as the Garden of Eden man and woman wanted life without restraint.
Independence from God produced rebellion against God. That is the big storyline of man in the
Bible. It traveled out of the Garden (Genesis 3) and spread to every man and every part of man
(Genesis 6:5 - “The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every
intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.”) It survived the Flood (Genesis
9:21) and led to the Babel project (Genesis 11). God called His people back to Himself in the
wilderness (Exodus 20:3 - “You shall have no other gods before me.”) and they quickly uttered
words of acceptance (Exodus 24:3 - “All the words that the Lord has spoken we will do.”) But it
was short-lived, because the heart wants what the heart wants. As God was giving Moses clear
direction to true worship (Exodus 25-31), the people “made a golden calf. And they said, ‘These
are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’” (Exodus 32:4). With
this event, idolatry had reached a boiling point and it became clear that man was enslaved to the
desires of his heart that craved satisfaction apart from God. This is the story not only of the Old
Testament people of God, but every person breathing earth’s air. Addicts, every one of us;
chasing idols of our own making, prone to pursue life without restraint, rebellious against
authority, and ultimately desiring to be worshipped rather than be a worshipper.
The Discontinuity: We are not all Physical Addicts (and they need our help)
That said, we are not all the same. While I aim to put us all in the same category of
sinning idolaters, I do not intend to minimize the plight of those struggling with addiction. Yet
as different sinners, we need not label some as diseased, but help one another in our differences.
Listen to this secular medical professional involved in addiction treatment for decades, Anna
Lembke, “When human differences are defined as illness, it naturally follows that medical
treatment is necessary to eliminate those differences … changing brain chemistry becomes the
new way to normalize differences … This kind of backward logic prevails in the mental health
care field: if the medicine makes you feel better, then your diagnosis must be whatever the
medicine was meant to treat … We are all born with inherent mental and physical difference.
What is striking in our culture today is how readily those differences are labeled as illness and
treated with a pill … But in embracing these differences as ‘disabilities’ or ‘disorders,’ our
culture is implicitly rejecting alternative narratives” (Drug Dealer, MD: Anna Lembke, pg. 46).
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People are different and sin’s effects are different. Therefore, we must never minimize
sin (by just calling it a disease that some people have), nor simplistically generalize how
everyone is to behave with one-size fits all counsel and care (by just dealing with all sin and
suffering the same way). The goal of this study is the understand what the Bible has to say about
the subject of addiction (Part 1), and then how to think Biblically about the unique difficulties of
those caught in the web of addiction (part 2).
Addiction can be described as, “bondage to the rule of a substance, activity, or state of
mind, which then becomes the center of life, defending itself from the truth so that even bad
consequences don’t bring repentance, and leading to further estrangement from God” (Welch,
pg. 35). The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) used by medical
professionals gives as the criteria for addiction the three “C’s”: Control, Compulsion, and
Consequence. Control, or more aptly the out-of-control use of a substance (though it can
certainly be a behavior that doesn’t require a substance - e.g.: gambling, sex, pornography).
Compulsion refers to someone going to great lengths (time, energy, thought) to obtain and use
that substance. Consequence points to the reality that continued use has a destructive influence
on the person (physical, social, legal, economic, moral). The bondage of the chosen activity can
powerfully control the heart, mind, and behavior (will) of the person.
Therefore … We need to better understand what is going on and how to help. We begin by
considering what the Bible teaches!

¨ Dealing with the Biblical Data to Build a Biblical Theology:
The
Prototype

• Genesis 9:21-24; 1 Samuel 25:2-38 •
The Bible does not speak of every possible addictive material, either in
ancient times or modern times, but the “prototypical” substance/object
in the Bible related to the topic of addiction is that of drunkenness, or
the excessive use of alcohol that leads to intoxication.
The first place we see drunkenness in the Bible is right after the flood
waters receded and Noah planted a vineyard. Obviously, sufficient time
lapsed for the vines to produce grapes that subsequently yielded wine to
be enjoyed. Noah, having lost his awareness of appropriate behavior,
was laying with himself exposed in his tent. His youngest son, Ham, did
nothing to cover the shame of his father, while his two older brothers
dealt with their father’s indecency and drunkenness honorably. What
are we to see here? That there is no righteous man on the earth. The
flood couldn’t eradicate sin, because sin was preserved in the heart of
mankind’s human deliverer. The picture of Noah’s human sinfulness is
seen in this narrative through his choice to take what was good and use
it to excess exposing his folly and shame.
Later in 2 Samuel, we meet a man Named Nabal, who treated David
dishonorably, while his wife showed David much honor. We are given
a scene of Nabal’s “partying” that had led to drunkenness, after which
his wife Abigail tells him how she had acted to save them from
destruction. He had a heart-attack and later died. What are we to see
here? That drunkenness is associated with folly and a lack of sound
judgement.
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• Habakkuk 2:15-20 •
God have His people prophets to call them back from their wickedness
and point them to the promises of God. In most cases, the people
ignored the true prophets of God, opting to listen rather to the false
prophets who decreed peace and prosperity. The prophets spoke God’s
words to the people, holding back nothing in calling sin sin, and laying
out the coming judgement. The Lord speaks “woes” (or curses) to
Habakkuk, giving us a clear picture of the wicked rebellion of the
people, their use of alcohol, and the environment it creates.
• Habakkuk 2:15 - The people use alcohol to take advantage of their
neighbors. Here the abuse of alcohol is connected to wrath and anger. It
is used to violate people sexually.
• 2:16 - The people’s behavior shames them as they act wickedly.
• 2:17 - Their life is full of violence.
• 2:18-20 - They foolishly put their trust in idols rather than the God of
all creation.
What are we to see here? The picture of a wasted life of rebellion is
painted by God as He looks at His people. Associated with drunkenness
is abuse, violence, sexually deviant practices, shame, and idolatry.

• Proverbs 23:29-35 •

The
Proverbs

The wisdom literature of the Old Testament is intended to give practical
insight into Godly living. It is not a stand-alone book teaching that good
morals will save you. Implicit in its teaching is a foundation that the
“fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7a).
Without a heart opened by the Spirit to learn of the knowledge of God,
there will be no sustained wisdom living, just proof that “fools despise
wisdom and instruction” (1:7b).
Proverbs 23:29-35 contains the clearest Old Testament wisdom against
the sin of drunkenness and its enslaving power and devastating effects.
Ed Welch says of this text, “It’s all there: the captivating appeal, the
irrationality, the cravings that seem irresistible, and the fact that bad
consequences do not reform the drinker. Indeed, the Old Testament is
very familiar with the experience of addiction” (Welch, pg. 23).
Consider also:
• 20:1 - “Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and whoever is led
astray by it is not wise.” Addiction ruins relationships.
• 21:17 - “Whoever loves pleasure will be a poor man; he who loves
wine and oil will not be rich.” Addiction brings economic ruin.
• 25:28 - “A man without self-control is like a city broken into and left
without walls.” Addiction leaves you vulnerable and exposed to attack.
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What are we to see here? That the practical wisdom of the Proverbs
warns against the enslaving power of giving yourself over to the control
of a substance that brings devastating consequences to all areas of your
life.
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• New Testament Texts •
Clearly, the concept of drunkenness, intoxication, and addiction was not
foreign to the Old Testament or its people (both foreign nations AND
God’s chosen people Israel). We have seen it clearly linked to idolatry
and reckless living, called out by the prophets, and warned against by
the Proverbs. By the time we get to the pages of the New Testament, we
have our strongest prohibitions yet. The texts in the New Testament
could best be put into two categories: Direct prohibitions and
Categorical prohibitions. In other words, places were drunkenness is
isolated and called out directly; and those texts which contain a list, or
categories, of sinful behaviors in which drunkenness is included.
• Romans 13:12-14 - “The works of darkness”
• 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 - “The works of unrighteousness”
• Galatians 5:19-21 - “The works of the flesh”
• 1 Peter 4:1-3 - “Human passions”
• Ephesians 5:18 - “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is
debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit.” Here Paul issues the strongest
command against drunkenness and when the command is ignored the
result to be expected. Here, the object of consumption is wine leading to
the altered state of drunkenness. Paul also indicates in his prohibition
that this voluntary choice to “get drunk” is rooted in “reckless living” or
as the ESV text states - “debauchery”. Two other places in the NT use
this word for reckless living (Titus 1:6; 1 Peter 4:4). In both cases, it is
contrasting a Godly life of integrity with the ungodly life. What are we
to see here? We can safely conclude that drunkenness (addiction to a
substance that takes control of a person) is not to be a part of the
Christian’s life.
• 1 Thessalonians 5:5-8 - Here Paul calls Christians to be alert and
sober-minded as we anticipate the return of the Lord. Drunkenness
characterizes those who sleep (are lazy and pay no attention to God’s
promises), but sobriety (physically and mentally) ought to characterize
those who love the Lord and long for His return. What are we to see
here? The attitude and behavior associated with addiction is one of
living only for the instant gratification of today, and not the eager
anticipation of the great Day of Christ’s return.

The
Power
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• Ephesians 6:12; 1 Peter 5:8 •
• Ephesians 6:12 - “We do not wrestle against flesh and blood”. The
Church must always recognize that there is more going on in addiction
than body chemistry and medical studies. We have a real spiritual
enemy in the present age. We live in a physical world with physical
bodies, but must never forget that the spiritual world is not separated
from our daily existence.
• 1 Peter 5:8 - “You adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring
lion, seeking someone to devour.” That enemy, here likened to a roaring
beast has in his sites to destroy and devour. Addictions destroy lives
and therefore must be put in that category of Satan’s work. When
people choose sin, it has a very real consequence. Where sin takes root
and becomes “out-of-control”, Satan has used addiction to devour.
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What are we to see here? Addiction is a powerful physiological force,
but that is not its only power. From the beginning, Satan opposed the
worship and glory of God. It is his plan to enslave people at any cost.
We must never think that self-discipline and recovery programs alone
can bring freedom from addiction. This is a spiritual issue, and one that
the enemy will continue to use against those created in God’s image to
subvert worship and produce slavery.

The
Person

• Ephesians 5:18 •
In one of the most well-known passages of Scripture related to
drunkenness, the apostle Paul contrasts the power and control
intoxication has over someone with the power and control the Spirit of
God ought to have over someone. In opposition to debauched, reckless
living is sober-minded, Spirit-filled living. The negative command to
“not get drunk” is matched by the positive command to “be filled with
the Spirit”. Yet, this command is given in the passive tense, meaning it
is something you pursue, and at the same time you have done to you.
What do you pursue? After actively avoiding drunkenness you are to
pursue the active working of the Spirit in you. What is done to you?
The Spirit does what He will to direct and lead you into truth and
godliness.
What does a Spirit-filled person look like? We don’t have to guess,
because verses 19-21 tell us:
• v19a - Corporate praise in the Church. “Addressing one another in
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs.”
• v19b - Genuine praise from the heart. “Singing and making melody to
the Lord with your heart.”
• v20 - Giving thanks. “Giving thanks always and for everything to
God.”
• v21 - Selfless living. “Submitting to one another out of reverence for
Christ.”
Therefore … what was a worship issue gone wrong in the voluntary
slavery of addiction is now a worship issue restored to the individual, in
the body of Christ, for the glory of God!

¨ Exegetical Conclusions:
1• God designed man for worship and commanded that worship be directed at Him alone.
Mankind has sought independence from God and pleasures apart from God. This is at the root
of all addiction - voluntary slavery rather than voluntary worship. [Exodus 20:3; Genesis 11:4]
2• Drunkenness is the prototype for what we understand the Bible to teach about addictions.
While addiction is not limited to alcohol, the pictures and principles can be applied to all
addictions of the human heart. [Genesis 9; Proverbs 23; Habakkuk 2]
3• The Bible understands addiction to be that which has control over a person. Personal
responsibility is always involved, yet often there is more going on biologically and spiritually
making the person feel attacked and out-of-control. [Ephesians 5:18, 6:12; 1 Peter 5:8]
4• Freedom and healing will always only be found through the work of Christ and the power of
the Spirit. Christians are to be controlled by the Spirit for the purpose of worship. [Ephesians 5]
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Part 2: Practical Implications for Life and Ministry
From Text to Practice …
“Both Scripture and personal testimony teach us that there is no single formula for the kinds of
problems that call for sanctification. There’s no one-size-fits-all goal. No sound bite captures
the range of truths that shape change. There’s no one blueprint for the constructive influence of
other people. There is no single formula for how God weaves together the turns of events …”
(How Does Sanctification Work?: David Powlison, pg. 20)
Having surveyed the truth of Scripture that must serve as a foundation and framework for our
practice, we need to think carefully about the specifics of this issue of addiction. I will do this
under the following categories:
(1) Insights to Understanding: What’s going on in the body? What is the draw? How
does it work?
(2) Strength for Strugglers: How do I think about sin and slavery? How did I get
here? How do I stop?
(3) Wisdom for Helpers: What does help look like? What should I be focused on in
my help?

(1) Insights to Understanding
• There is a lot going on in the heart of an addict. Those “heart issues” are influenced by what
the mind thinks and the body does, as well as directing what the mind thinks and the body does.
God made us whole people and therefore, we need to do our best to understand how the whole
person operates.
® I believe we can do this as we also hold firmly to the Biblical teaching of the heart as the
“mission control center” of worship, and sin as the great disease of the human heart.
® To do this we need to consider: Science and Suffering

Science

As Christians, we have no need to be afraid of science; it is
simply the study of the world God created. Many great scientists
have been followers of Christ. Francis Collins, a great physiciangeneticist and Director for the Human Genome Project, created a
map identifying the sequences of all the genes of the human
DNA (over 3 billion). He later wrote a book titled The Language
of God, describing how the study of science led him to belief in
God.
The problem comes when “scientific hypothesis” is placed over
and above “Biblical authority. Though the Bible is not a
comprehensive science textbook, what God has revealed must be
the guide for how we interpret the world He made and all that’s
in it. Related to this subject, medical discoveries are of great help
in understanding the body and brain, but can never be used to
dismiss human responsibility or reduce mankind to merely tissue
and cells.
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Here’s What We Know (or at least what we think we know) …
When we say the “heart wants what the heart wants” the whole body is involved as well.
Built into the human body are neurotransmitters that act as chemical messengers communicating
from neuron to neuron messages from the brain to the nervous system and other parts of the body.
The most famous of these naturally-produced chemicals is dopamine. Dopamine is believed to be
responsible for the motivations, learning, and the sensation of pleasure, just to name a few. When
dopamine is present in the brain during a particular experience, we remember it. It has been
hypothesized that dopamine is responsible for reward-related learning. In other words, when you
have done something that has felt rewarding or pleasurable your brain remembers that feeling
thanks to our friend dopamine. That then serves as a motivation to pursue that activity again
(hunger, achievement, sexual arousal, etc.). This is a God-created part of our human existence,
both for survival and delight.
The problem is that not only does the “buzz”, “high”, or “chill” created by a foreign
substance lock into your brain as a good thing, but addictive drugs also create distorted and
increased dopamine (and other neurotransmitters) releases. The working medical explanation then
is that these molecular level events trigger mechanisms in the front of the brain that raise the
volume of communication from a whisper to a scream, to pursue something that was previously
rewarding. This then elevates the incentive for taking drugs (or pursuing whatever rewarding
behavior) to the point where control over pursuing that “idol” is severely compromised.
Additionally, we have discovered that the excessive consumption of alcohol or drugs
damages the brain over time, shrinking the brain’s frontal lobe through the destruction of brain
cells. Therefore, the communication system God wired into the body is damaged and distorted by
the addictive behavior. Medical professionals like to call this damage a disease. Of course, as
Biblical theologians, we have a much more robust vocabulary to describe what all is going on in
the body, mind, and heart. Certainly, some of these addictive behaviors injure the body, preventing
it from functioning the way God designed it. But, you don’t have to have a disease to be sick. The
sickness of heart, mind, and body that sin creates is profound and pervasive (Psalm 32:1-4).

Is My DNA to Blame?
Without denying the feeling of someone being “out-of-control” or held captive to an addictive
substance, the addict still sees slavery to that idol as preferable to freedom from it. Even if we
speak of someone having a disease or inheriting a particular gene, they always have a choice in
the path they take. The scientific research conducted on genetics or inherited alcoholism can be
interpreted in all kinds of ways, and in the end, the honest scientist will clearly point out that
these “can influence” or “might suggest”, but are far from conclusive findings. No doubt,
people are born with differences, including certain personality traits toward anger or obsessive
behaviors. “People can be physiologically predisposed to enjoying a particular drug, food,
activity, or physical experience, but there is a categorical difference between being influenced
by genetics and being determined by it” (Welch, pg. 27).

Suffering

8

There is a lot that comes at us that is totally out of our control.
These influences are often incredibly harmful and destructive to
how we view life, ourselves, and God. The Bible clearly teaches
that all have sinned (Romans 3:23), because all are sinners
(Romans 1:18-20). Living among sinners, it is also true that all
have been sinned against. However great or small the sin against
you was, it has affected you … and shaped you. You have
suffered. These influences do not cause you to sin, but can serve
as a temptation to sin as you seek to deal with the sin done
against you. We must always keep in mind that behind
someone’s sin very well may be a sin perpetrated against them.
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Then What or Who is to Blame?
We’ve already answered that big theological question -- Your own sin and the sins done
against you. But how is it that some can be exposed to drugs and alcohol with no draw to
misuse, while others become addicts? (We might just reframe that question by asking why you
prefer one idol and I prefer another.) We are different people, driven by our various affections
and shaped by …
• Our Nature - We are all uniquely created by God and beautifully different. We also all
inherited the sin of our first parents (Adam and Eve), and some of the physical traits of our
biological parents. We all face various challenges based on the physical stuff we inherited, and
even more so the spiritual stuff we inherited, being - “by nature children of wrath, like the rest
of mankind” (Ephesians 2:1-3).
• Our Nurture - Some of us suffered greatly in hard situations while others had loving
environments in which we were nurtured. You had no control over the country you were born
in, the color of your skin, or the health of your family dynamic. Your nurturing environment,
or lack thereof, has been a powerful shaping influence on you.
• Our Neighborhood - Having access to sinful, addictive, and destructive objects or influences
carries a whole set of risks as well to the way we choose and what we see as “normal”. The
places frequented, the influential relationships, as well as accountability or lack of it, all carry
power and risk toward or away from addiction.
© Plenty of things happen in people’s lives that are not their fault, and we must be evermindful of the suffering people face. They are not to blame for the sin done against them. But
then, finding someone to blame is far less important than taking responsibility for the choices
you are making today.
These provide us some helpful insight from the field of science, and through an awareness of
suffering toward a fuller understanding of addiction, but now what about those caught in this
destructive scheme of Satan?

(2) Strength for Strugglers
• We all need help as sin-addicts, so nothing in this section is purely for “someone else”. I
believe you will recognize patterns in your own behavior spelled out here that need to be
addressed. But, some of you are stuck in a web of addiction and need strength to move forward.
Please pay close attention to the Biblical principles laid out in this section!
® My aim is to provide clear truth to arm the struggler for the fight ahead in getting free of
addiction. I will do this through: Exposing the Lies and Unmasking the Process

Exposing
the Lies
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From as early as Genesis 3, lies were the primary tool of the
enemy. The first recorded words of that ancient serpent
challenged the truthfulness and goodness of God - “Did God
actually say?” (3:1). Jesus Himself knew that this was the very
nature of the devil when he so clearly said - “He was a murderer
from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there
is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own
character, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). It is
lies that stand at the root of addiction, lies of what that idol will
provide for you, and lies of where God has abandoned you.
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Here there is total agreement (though it gets called all kinds of different things) …
The whole Bible is about revealing what is true. Jesus said, “the truth will set you free”
(John 8:32), and his ministry was characterized by the revealing of truth as the Divine messenger
from the Father. Paul knew that in his waging war against the flesh, “the weapons of our warfare
are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds. We destroy arguments and every
lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ”
(2 Corinthians 10:4-5). Jesus and His disciples knew the key to spiritual warfare was combatting
lies with the truth of God. Why would we think the primary weapon should be any different?
Here even the secular mental health and medical professionals agree. Though they are not
armed with the revelation of God, they recognize strugglers believe things that don’t help them. Dr
Harold C. Urschel’s New York Times Bestseller Healing the Addicted Brain, one of the latest
medical/psychological “solutions” to addiction, titles the second chapter of his book - Changing
Your Thoughts from Pro-Addiction to Pro-Recovery. His plan? Identify inaccurate thinking, keep
a “thought notebook”, and then speak better thoughts to yourself. He lists many of the ways
addicts have wrong thinking by stating a bad thought and offering a better thought (e.g.: Thought:
“I’ll have a drink, or a hit, I’ll feel better”. Think: “Addictive behaviors only mask trouble and are
poor substitutes for dealing with life directly …”). While this is right and helpful, unfortunately
without the ultimate truth of God, man, and salvation, he will never be able to answer the deepest
thoughts, questions, and struggles of the human heart. In the end (Chapter 11, pg. 257), he is left
with suggesting ways to “reclaim happiness” through recreational activities (like taking an acting
class, or playing chess), learning to think of happiness (I’m not sure how you do that when you’re
not happy), helping yourself by helping others, and offering ideas to “brighten your own day” (my
favorite: “rent a movie that takes place in a tropical setting, and imagine yourself relaxing on the
beach”). His final word on the matter is “you’ve gotta want it” which brings us full circle back to
the subject of “desire”, which is of course what God created us for. Other therapies seek to do
much the same, like CBT (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy) with its stated goal of “to change
patterns of thinking or behavior that are behind people's difficulties, and so change the way they
feel”. Even AA (Alcoholics Anonymous), by far the most popular program to help addicts,
establishes the need to recognize bad thinking and behavior and replace it with something better.
They just fall short by turning the Almighty Triune God of the Bible into “God as we understood
him” or “A Power greater than ourselves”.
What’s my point? Lies reign! Every psychological strategy, professional therapy, or nonprofessional recovery program agrees with what the Word of God stated two millennia earlier. The
problem is that without the Scriptures the best you can do is replace one idol with another.
Granted, playing chess is far better than playing with heroine, but it can never get to the real issue.
My struggling friend, I want something far greater for you! I don’t want you replacing lies with
ungodly secular wisdom focused on occupying yourself with better amusements. I want you to
know the power of God in your life!
What Lies Have I Believed?
“If we allow the Bible to reveal the unseen spiritual realities behind addictions, we suddenly
realize that addictions are more than self-destructive behaviors. They are violations of God’s
laws: His laws that call us to avoid drunkenness and immoderate self-indulgence (Rom. 13:13),
His law that calls us to love others (1 John 4:7), and His law that calls us to live for Him rather
than ourselves (1 Cor. 10:31). This means that addiction is more about someone’s relationship
with God than it is about biology. It reveals our allegiances: what we want, what we love,
whom and what we serve. It brings us to that all-important question, ‘Will you live for the
fulfillment of your desires or for God?’” (Blame it on the Brain: Ed Welch, pg. 193).
® The only way to get at lies it to ask these hard questions to uncover our heart’s allegiances
(or affections). These will only be exposed over time, by the Spirit’s work, and with the help of
trusted counselors and friends! Though there is no magic formula, that process can begin today.
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If we can see what is going on and the process by which sin takes
us captive and makes us slaves, perhaps we can struggle better.
Tim Keller writes, “It starts like this: There's some kind of
disappointment or distress in your life. As a result, you choose to
deal with that distress with an agent; it might be sex, it might be
drugs, it might be alcohol. The agent promises transcendence.
The agent promises freedom, a sense of being in control, a sense
of being above all this, a sense of being liberated, a sense of
escape. And so, you do it. But when you do it, when you take the
addicting agent as a way of dealing with life, the trap is set” (Sin
as Slavery: Tim Keller sermon - 3.17.96).
• What are those “Big” little steps that take you from
disappointment to addiction? And then addiction to freedom?

Getting to Know the Path and Patterns
Step 1: Sin, Suffering, or Disappointment - When life doesn’t go the way you think it should go,
you face hurt and unrest. Sometimes this is by your own making and the foolish choices you have
made. Other times it involves sinful people harming you, uprooting God’s design for shalom
(peace) in relationships. Then, there is just the unmet expectations that have hurt, due to people
being put above God. The heart was made for joy in relationship, and relationships hurt.
Step 2: Wanting Resolution - It’s hard to live with tension. We all desperately want to make sense
of life and find a place for our thoughts to rest in understanding and acceptance. It’s not a sin to be
disappointed, nor was it your fault if you were sinned against. But that disappointment, or abuse,
can quickly lead to faulty conclusions about who you are and who God is. It has moved from “the
lie I’ve been told” (by another person, or Satan - the father of lies) to “the lie I’ve believed” (this
must be who I am or what I deserve). We either push thinking about what happened into the deep
recesses of our hearts, or we create a faulty narrative of our life. The heart wants peace, and will
accept lies when truth is absent.
Step 3: Seeking Peace - This is the plunge into willful sinful idolatry, seeking that peace and
satisfaction in someone or something other than God. It usually begins small, perhaps even
undetected. It often carries the language of: “I deserve …”, or “I can handle …” (or it’s just the
opposite: “I don’t deserve …”), all of which is language of control. The “sin of the naïve” (I must
find peace) develops into the “sin of the trapped” (I’m the only one that can provide peace). You
feel the need to be in control of your life because so much has been out of control, and this is
where the lie gets fuel. The heart wants control, because it loves self-worship.
Step 4: Finding Slavery - What you once sought for comfort and control soon controls you, and
the promise of comfort now brings pain. You looked to fill that hole in your heart from hurt or
disappointment with artificial “family and friends”. “Friends” (people or objects) that you could
control, and with whom you could find peace. But that addictive substance or behavior quickly
becomes a harsh task-master. It demands more and more from you. The “high” needs a few more
“hits” as your appetite (and brain’s pleasure-reward system) spins out of control. You feel sick
(physically or spiritually), but think the only way out is more of the same. The heart wants
freedom, but can’t save itself.
Step 5: Accepting Defeat - Until you see your power as insufficient and your control as “being
controlled” you will never find victory. You will (and feel you must) deceive and manipulate those
closest to you. The cover-up runs deep in your mind, but only furthers the very thing you want
most - love, acceptance, and freedom. But this is where the Gospel trumps any and every secular
“help”. It doesn’t try to make you feel better about yourself or offer a cheap imitation. It offers
grace to those who know their best efforts fail. It offers forgiveness to those who repent of sin. It
offers rest to the weary who call on Jesus, because the heart only finds its rest in God!
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(3) Wisdom for Helpers
• Walking with someone enslaved to addiction can be one of the hardest things for you to ever
do. They need your help, but will be the first to manipulate the help being offered. They will
attack, accuse, and violate as they cry, confess, and plead. Knowing what they most need, who
can offer that, and how to best provide care is a must to be a wise helper.
® I seek to serve you well (though certainly not thoroughly) in your desire to walk with those
struggling with addiction. I will focus on: Spiritual Help and Physical Help

Spiritual
Help

The local church, her wise leaders and faithful congregation, is
the best place for Gospel help to be found. What an addict needs
most is for clear and loving truth to be declared in an
environment of grace alongside fellow strugglers. They need the
sin, hurts, lies, and false gods uncovered and destroyed through
Spirit-filled people who aren’t going anywhere. We must reject
the commonly held notion that “Christians aren’t competent to
deal with addicts and recovery should be left to the
professionals.” It is simply not true.
What that means then is the church needs to act with the wisdom,
grace and care that God intends. The Church should be a
judgement-free zone where Jesus is the only hero, the Spirit the
only change-agent, and the Word of God the only infallible truth!

Providing Real Spiritual Care
• Don’t Be a Hypocrite - What strugglers/sinners of all stripes need to see most from the people
around them is other sinners who know how to be in the fight of faith. They need to listen to godly
people pray, repent, take responsibility, ask for forgiveness, ask for help, and rely on the Lord. If
their heart is to be stirred up with greater affections for Christ, they need to see people who have
greater affections for Christ living on purpose each and every day.
• Do Grow in Gospel Confidence - When you understand what Christ has done, the deceitfulness
of sin, and the ways of the human heart, you are equipped to engage hurting people. You have
much more to say than - “Stop that, it’s bad for you”. You know that behind their behavior are
heart issues that only the Spirit of God can get at, and you want to be an instrument in God’s hand.
• Don’t Give Simplistic Answers - There is no “one-size-fits all” approach to what you say to an
addict. You will lose opportunities to influence others if you carelessly slap Bible verses on
someone, think you know what they are going through, or just tell them what they need to do. You
must be a prayerful, patient, and persevering discipler to those in need if you are to be a help.
• Do Enter the Mess - They need your protection … from themselves, from others who would take
advantage of them, and from careless “helpers” who end up hurting them more. But what do they
need you to say to them?
® They need you to enter their story with wisdom, listening for lies they have believed.
® They need you to help them work out their identity in Christ.
® They need you to hold up the promises of God so they keep believing.
® They need you to rebuke them when they are being rebellious.
® They need you to walk with them, celebrating successes and praying through failures.
® They need accountability to faithfully care for the healing of their physical bodies.
® They need you to need them as a friend and not a project.
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Providing Real Spiritual Care … continued
• Don’t Try to be Their Savior - If you become the one they rely on most of all in their battle
against addiction, they will lose and you will too. There will be times when you will have to set
boundaries or simply say “no” to something. That is not unloving, but necessary in loving them
well. You will have to likewise wrestle with who your Savior is … when it seems as if He is not
doing anything and when you’re being told that you’re not a help … do you trust Jesus as your
Savior most of all?
• Do Help Them Learn How to Struggle Well - There will be lots of issues involved in their
freedom from addiction, none of which will be all that easy. Constantly remind them of what it
means to “struggle well” versus “having arrived”. As they work through damaged relationships,
and deal with legal, economic, and social consequences, learn to both grieve with them over the
damage sin does, and rejoice over the fact that the greatest consequence has been dealt with at the
cross. Ask them about temptation, get to know what may trigger relapses, and never forget that
behind their smiling face they are still struggling with guilt and shame.
AND ABOVE ALL REMEMBER THIS …
© Sobriety is not what saves an addict, only the blood of Jesus does! That means that you must
never hold up “conquering addiction” as the end-game. We do not want sober idolaters who have
now just learned how to worship a “safer or cleaner” false god. We want to see faith-filled
strugglers who know they are weak like never before. Be very careful in assessing spiritual
progress based on externals. Spiritual fruit is hard to discern and often only visible over a long
period of time. Likewise, be very careful in challenging their position in Christ based on externals.
Just because they have failed again may not mean they hate the Gospel. I would much prefer to see
a believing struggler than an unbeliever who has learned to act moral and talk churchy.

Physical
Help

You don’t have all the answers! You will not, and cannot, be all
things to that person in need. Most of us are not medical
professionals, mental health care-givers, psychologists or
psychiatrists. We are not all experts in drug overdoses, alcohol
detox, eating disorders, sexual abuse, or trauma. We are helpers
who also need help. We should not shrink back from those places
of real spiritual care, nor should we discourage those we are
trying to help from getting all the physical resources available in
their fight to get healthy. Will they receive ungodly counsel?
Probably. Do we think we need to manage and control outcomes,
or that the Spirit of God will only work within the plan we’ve
created? I sure hope not! In your thoughtful efforts to help
people, you never know who else you might have a chance to
influence for the sake of the Gospel!

Pointing to Physical Help
• A Good Counselor is a Great Find - Point them to find a wise and experienced counselor who
knows how to help them think through their story and how it may have influenced their destructive
choices. They will be skilled at unearthing destructive thinking that leads to destructive behavior.
They will be able to help identify those triggers that awaken certain cravings, physical or emotional.
A good counselor doesn’t tell someone what to do, but offers insightful observations the counselee
would do well to carefully consider. This isn’t a “hoop to be jumped through” but a central part of
spiritual victory and physical recovery and health.
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Pointing to Physical Help … continued
• Consider Recovery Communities - Everyone wants to be known. There is a powerful connection
that can be central to overcoming addiction through being with those who have been where you are.
In our day, there are many options both inside the church and outside the church where recovery
groups are available to people. These may not be for everyone. Some quit drinking or using the
minute they trusted Christ, others were greatly helped by communities such as AA (Alcoholics
Anonymous), NA (Narcotics Anonymous), or the like. They provide not only a community of
strugglers, but the accountability of a “sponsor” who commits to walking together over the long
haul. I don’t think this is something that should be demanded, nor dismissed from a comprehensive
plan for physical health.
• Engage Medical Professionals - With drug, alcohol, or eating issues specifically, a doctor must
be in the mix of caregivers. When the physical body has been injured, medical professionals need
to be consulted as to the best treatment plan for health to be restored. You can be a great help in
providing transportation, going to appointments with them, and offering accountability to keep up
with the doctor’s orders.
• Don’t Be Stupid - These struggles with addiction don’t take a vacation. When you are spending
time with someone battling alcoholism, don’t go to a bar or sip a glass of wine in front of them. If
you are committed to really caring for people, you will seek to know their story and the struggles,
and then make helpful decisions in your daily relationships with them. You’ll make mistakes, and
nobody expects perfection. But learn from them, so that the next time you do better as a brother or
sister in the fight for their joy and God’s glory!
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