Our Freedom in Christ #2

“From Oppression to Opportunity”

selected Scriptures

Freedom is a wonderful thing, but it is often misunderstood. Many people think freedom is the ability to do whatever I want, whenever I want, however I want. That’s fine…if you live by yourself on a deserted island. Those who live in proximity to others, though, understand that my freedom must take into account the freedom of others.

I agree with the late Peter Marshall—not the host of “Hollywood Squares” but the chaplain of the U. S. Senate—when he said, “May we think of freedom, not as the right to do as we please, but as the opportunity to do what is right.”
 As we continue our series on our freedom in Christ, I want to consider freedom from oppression to opportunity.
The Repression of Sin

Before we get to our freedom to opportunity, we must first acknowledge freedom from oppression, what I am calling the repression of sin. Turn to John 8, a well-known conversation between Jesus and the Jewish leaders on the subject of slavery and freedom:

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. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” (John 8:31-37)

Jesus begins by issuing the spiritual equivalent to the Emancipation Proclamation: “the truth will set you free.” But instead of expressing appreciation for this liberation, the Jews replied, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?”
Every time I read this passage I shake my head at that statement. I want to say to them, “Seriously? You have never been slaves of anyone? What about those 400 years of slavery in Egypt? What about the oppression of the Roman Empire right now? You guys are living in denial—and I don’t mean in a van down by the river in Egypt!”

Yet Jesus does not correct them with a lesson in history or current politics. Rather He points to the spiritual reality that “everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” Don’t like the connotation of slavery? Okay, replace the concept of “slavery” with “addiction.” Gerald May observes, “Addiction is a state of compulsion, obsession, or preoccupation that enslaves a person’s will and desire… limit[ing] the freedom of human desire.”

Webster’s dictionary defines addiction as “the state of being enslaved to a habit or practice or to something that is psychologically or physically habit-forming, as narcotics, to such an extent that its cessation causes severe trauma.” Note that people can be addicted not only to a particular chemical but also to activities such as gambling, pornography, and compulsive shopping. These are compulsions that people have difficulty stopping even though they are aware of negative consequences.

Now before you shake your head and think, “Well, I’m glad I’m not in that mess!” remember that Jesus said, “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” Romans 3:23 affirms, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” That includes you. That includes me. We are all slaves—addicts, if you will—to sin. Our addiction may not be as obvious or debilitating as some, but I believe we all have at least one temptation that we find more difficult—seemingly impossible—to resist. We don’t control it; it controls us.

One person who did not live in denial of this repression of sin was the apostle Paul. He writes in Romans 7:14-25,

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? 

Please don’t read these verses as mere print on a page! Try to appreciate the tone, the anguish, the desperation in his voice. Doesn’t this sound like the agony of addiction today? The constructive things I want to do, I don’t; the destructive habits I don’t want to do, I keep on doing! He speaks of being a slave, being a prisoner, and being at war within his own body. This is not freedom! 

If I had to describe the tone of this passage in one word, it would be “hopeless.” The agony, the despair, the self-condemnation are all present, but overwhelming the whole text is this cloud of hopelessness. “No matter how hard I try,” Paul seems to say, “I can’t get myself to do the right thing and not do the wrong thing!” Anyone who has tried to kick a bad habit or overcome an addiction knows those feelings. The path to recovery has many setbacks, causing some to give up trying or even give up living.

Thankfully Paul did not end his personal testimony with verse 24, but concludes in verse 25, “Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” There is hope! There is victory in Jesus! Addiction need not have the last word! 

The Responsibility of Self

Yet this victory is not automatic. Telling someone that coming to Christ will break the chains of their addiction without any effort on their behalf is misleading. Without the responsibility of self there is no freedom.

There are several models of addiction put forth as to the cause of addiction, such as disease, genetic, biological, choice, personality, coping, socio-cultural, and spiritual. While each of these models has something to contribute to the discussion, no one model seems to capture it all. Once resources notes, 

Scientific studies have shown the consequences of addiction in the brain but have not conclusively proven a biological causality. There may be genetic factors involved in one’s vulnerability, yet that does not mean everyone from an alcoholic family will develop addiction. Likewise, social environment is influential, but everyone has a choice to take or not to take the drug when being offered. If choice were never part of the equation and the process were purely biological, genetic, or disease-based, then it would be questionable as to whether anyone could move toward sobriety and recovery. The fact remains that thousands of individuals do become sober.

While addiction is commonly classified as a disease, it is not the kind of disease that can be cured by a surgeon or specialist. While addiction certainly possesses some elements of a disease, I fear that calling it such makes the person with an addiction feel like a victim—helpless to overcome it. They go to a doctor and say, “Give me a pill or a shot that will fix me,” or they go to a therapist and say, “Give me therapy that will fix me.” And why wonder why they never break free.

Addictions (as with bad habits) all start the same way: by a choice. Whether the choice was informed or intentional or not doesn’t matter. No one chooses to be addicted, but addiction begins with a choice. And addiction only ends with a choice—the choice not to use (or indulge, if it is a behavior). That choice has to be made constantly, every day, several times every day…but it cannot be made by anyone other than the one with the addiction. 

Some feel that placing the responsibility on the person with the addiction is harmful, causing shame and stigmatizing their situation. I suppose that can happen when this is done harshly, without compassion and understanding. But I propose that placing responsibility on the person (where it belongs) is actually empowering, not embarrassing or shaming. By this the person knows that there is hope, and that their ultimate success lies not with someone else but with them…in the power of the Holy Spirit within them.

Seventeen times in Scripture a person admitted, “I have sinned.” That’s where it must begin. We move from being a victim to a victor by admitting our problem and addressing it as our responsibility. Can we have help from doctors, therapists, family, and friends? Absolutely! As long as we remember that our recovery is our responsibility—not theirs. Nobody can make good choices for us; that falls to the responsibility of self.

The Replacement with Substitutes

Back in the 1980’s a popular anti-drug abuse campaign was called, “Just Say No.” It was often criticized for being overly simplistic as addiction requires more than a simple solution. It’s not enough to “just say no”; there must also be the replacement with substitutes. This is where we see not only freedom from oppression to sin but freedom to opportunity to serve.

This is a biblical concept. Jesus taught in Luke 11:24-26,

“When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I left.’ When it arrives, it finds the house swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first.”
At first glance we might think the man in the parable as doing the right thing: sweeping the house clean and putting it in order. Yet Jesus says that, “the final condition of that man is worse than the first.” How can this be? It seems to be that because he did not replace the evil with the good, he was vulnerable to more evil to return.

Aristotle taught that “nature abhors a vacuum,” and I believe this is true in the spirit realm as well. The Christian life is more than not doing the “don’ts” of Scripture; we must be positively doing the “dos.” Paul addresses this in Ephesians 4:22-32,

You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 

Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. “In your anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold. He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. 

Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 

Broadly speaking, Paul puts this in terms of “putting off the old” and “putting on the new.” I think of this as taking off dirty clothes and putting on clean clothes. In the following verses, Paul gets very specific: Don’t tell falsehood, tell the truth; don’t steal, work with your hands to produce things to share; don’t tear down others with your words, speak words that build people up. Everything Paul says, “Don’t do” he follows with the opposite “to do.” 

This is vital in overcoming any kind of habits or addictions. We cannot focus only on what we don’t want to do; we must have something positive to replace that. Breaking bad habits includes building good habits. This may also include breaking unhealthy relationships that encourage the habit or addiction and building healthy relationships with those who will support one’s recovery. 

This is where the church comes in. We are called to love, not to judge. Do not label a person as an addict, an alcoholic, or whatever the specific addiction they have. Don’t judge people for sinning differently than you. We are all sinners. You may not be tempted by what entangles them, but we all have something that trips us up. Each person is a person created in the image of God for whom Christ died.

Let me make this clear: Addiction is not a sin; addiction is the consequence of sin. Acknowledging that we are all sinners saved by grace, we should support each other along the way. Too often we worry about condoning other’s sin by accepting them as a person. Some in our culture may equate accepting one’s lifestyle with accepting them as a person, but this is a false association. Talk to the parent or spouse or sibling of someone who struggles with a destructive addiction and they will tell you they hate the addiction because they love the person so much. God hates sin; He hates what sin did to His creation; He hates what sin did to His Son; He hates what sin continues to do to those He created in His image; but in no way does this mean that God hates the sinner. God hates sin because He loves sinners. We are called to do the same.

Jesus Christ proclaims freedom for the captives—not only those in prison or under political oppression, but those oppressed by sin. He proclaims that everyone who sins is a slave to sin, and since all have sinned, that means all of us. We are no better than anyone else.

Before freedom from this oppression can be experienced, though, one must accept responsibility for his or her actions—past, present, and future. No one else is responsible for getting us into the mess we’re in, and no one else is responsible to get us out of the mess we’re in. No, we can’t do it all ourselves, but no one can do it for us. We must accept responsibility for ourselves.

We overcome by seeking help—medically, mentally, spiritually—who will support us in moving in the right direction. We live day by day, one step at a time, one choice at a time. We overcome by replacing bad choices with good choices.

The Bible tells us, “Nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37) and “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13). Do we believe it? We are told in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “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.” This means that we can never use the excuse, “I couldn’t help it!” 

Our society claims to care and support those in the grips of addiction, but more often than not they victimize the person and convince them that, “It’s not your fault!” Rather than empowering them, such input enables the addiction to continue and worsen.

Do you feel repressed by sin? Do you feel hopeless? Jesus can give you freedom.

Do you know (and love) those who are caught in the grip of addiction? You may hate what they do, but you love them. Don’t worry about judging their sin—that’s not your job—just love them and support them and help them take responsibility for themselves and replace with healthy substitutes so they can be truly free.
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