Sharpening the Skill of Self-Control #3

“Replace the Evil”

selected Scriptures

“No man is free who is not master of himself.”
 So wrote Greek philosopher Epictetus in the early second century. Most of us would agree with this sentiment. We all long to have self-control.

Yet, as Thomas à Kempis stated, “No conflict is so severe as his who labors to subdue himself.”
 Most of us can relate to that statement as well. Anyone who has tried to bring his or her thoughts, feelings, words, and actions under control has discovered how difficult that is. We can feel with the apostle Paul in Romans 7, 

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… 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… 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 7:15-16, 18-19, 21-24)
Throughout this month we have been considering the theme, “Sharpening the Skill of Self-Control.” The first step is to receive the energy of the Holy Spirit living within us; the second step is to reject the evil all around us. This morning we will focus on the third step: replacing the evil with good. As we will see, this is an essential step in the process of self-control.

The Need to Repent

First we see the need to repent. This idea appears throughout the Bible, especially in the Old Testament prophets. We read in Jeremiah 18:11, “This is what the Lord says: ‘Look! I am preparing a disaster for you and devising a plan against you. So turn from your evil ways, each one of you, and reform your ways and your actions.’” 

Ezekiel 33:10-11 likewise says,

“Son of man, say to the house of Israel, ‘This is what you are saying: “Our offenses and sins weigh us down, and we are wasting away because of them. How then can we live?”’ Say to them, ‘As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign Lord, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways! Why will you die, O house of Israel?’” 
You might wonder, “Where is the word ‘repent’ in those verses?” The English word does not appear, but the concept is seen in the phrase, “turn from your evil ways.” Repentance means to change direction: I am heading one way; in repentance I turn from that way and head a different way.

Repentance is also a key concept in the New Testament. Mark 1:4 records, “And so John came, baptizing in the desert region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” Later we read in Mark 1:14, “After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. ‘The time has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!’” On the Day of Pentecost, Peter preached to the gathered crowd in Acts 2:38, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” Later he would write in 1 Peter 3:11, quoting from Psalm 34:14, “Turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.” 
The need to repent, then, is the necessity to turn away from the direction we have been heading. What direction? According to Isaiah 53:6, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way.” We have all gone in our own direction. Rather than following God’s direction, we have gone off on our own. That is a good definition of “sin.”

To repent means to turn away from our own direction. This is only half of the action, though. It is, as we saw last week, to reject the evil around us, or to “Just Say No.” But there is another component to repentance, to replace the evil within us. Notice that Jeremiah said earlier, “So turn from your evil ways, each one of you, and reform your ways and your actions.” We turn from evil and toward good. The psalm that Peter quoted said, “Turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.” 
The Need to Replace

This leads to the next step: the need to replace. James Clear, author of the book Atomic Habits, writes,

You don’t eliminate a bad habit, you replace it.

All of the habits that you have right now—good or bad—are in your life for a reason. In some way, these behaviors provide a benefit to you, even if they are bad for you in other ways….

Because bad habits provide some type of benefit in your life, it’s very difficult to simply eliminate them. (This is why simplistic advice like “just stop doing it” rarely works.) Instead, you need to replace a bad habit with a new habit that provides a similar benefit….

In other words, bad habits address certain needs in your life. And for that reason, it’s better to replace your bad habits with a healthier behavior that addresses that same need. If you expect yourself to simply cut out bad habits without replacing them, then you’ll have certain needs that will be unmet and it’s going to be hard to stick to a routine of “just don’t do it” for very long.

We concluded last week that while “Just Say No” is essential in the pursuit of self-control, it cannot be the only step. We must replace the evil we are rejecting. In other words, if we are going to “Just Say No” to the sin around us, we must be able to “Just Say Yes” to something positive in its place.

Jesus alluded to this in Luke 11:24-26, a passage to which we will return later:

“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.”
We cannot merely reject the evil around us and within us; we must replace the evil with something good. Paul emphasized 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. 

For everything Paul forbids, he gives the opposite action to perform. If we do not replace evil with good, we will just replace evil with another evil. That’s not self-control!

When behavior becomes a habit, compulsion, or addiction, it becomes very hard to change. Repeating actions actually alters the brain, making it more difficult to change. However, new patterns of behavior can be learned, which, in turn, will alter your brain in a different, desirable direction. In addition to rejecting bad behavior, we must replace bad habits and addictions with good, healthy habits and activities with supportive people.

One writer refers to two models of approaching sin: he calls one the “medical” and the other the “athletic.” The medical model sees sin as a kind of disease. The athletic model approaches sin like a weakness that can be remedied through discipline. The first approach tries to make one feel better; the second provides hope for real improvement.

There is some basis for the medical model. Jesus said in Matthew 9:12, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.” Although sin is a spiritual condition, it does have qualities that seem organic. Like certain medical conditions or genetic defects, sin is passed on from one generation to another (Psalm 51:5). The Bible speaks of sin as something that is “alive” in Romans 7:9. In Romans 7:18, the apostle Paul characterizes sin as something that is “in” him. More specifically, according to this verse, it is the “not good” that is in him.

The problem with the medical model, though, is that it alleviates responsibility on the part of the person. The goal is to relieve feelings of shame and guilt that can be detrimental to one’s mental health. But the result is to make the person a victim, helpless to better his or her own condition, reliant on someone else to “cure me.” There can be no self-control where there is no self-responsibility.

The athletic model, however, takes responsibility for one’s behavior and seeks to better it. Paul seems to endorse it when he employs athletic imagery to describe the Christian life. He says in 1 Corinthians 9:25 that the Christian life is a race and that those who run it must go into “strict training.” The appeal of the athletic model of sin is its promise of improvement. The athletic approach to sin seems to imply that we can replace sin with virtue merely by applying the right combination of willpower and methodology.

This model is not without its shortcomings as well. This approach only addresses external actions. It does not go after the reasons why we continue to do these things. Instead, the person simply hopes to replace bad behavior with good. He believes he just needs some skills. He just wants to deal with the problem behavior with techniques that will help him navigate life more smoothly.

The Need to Rely

This leads us to the last step, the need to rely. Let’s return to 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.”
Jesus is speaking here of evil spirits, or demons. Some refer to addictions or bad habits as “demons,” so perhaps we can make that analogy. This person is delivered from the demon, and his life is later described as “swept clean and put in order.” Without the evil spirit the man’s life is better. Leon Morris describes this as a “moral tidying up.”
 We might say the man has “turned over a new leaf” and cleaned up his life.

Yet there is still a problem. The house was empty. The evil spirit was not replaced with good. Morris concludes, “When anyone gets rid of an evil spirit but puts nothing in its place, he is in grave moral danger. No one can live for long in a moral vacuum. The kingdom of God does not bring about such a vacuum but a victory over evil such that evil is replaced with good and with God.”
 Another commentator put it this way:

The departure of the unclean spirit is like deleting data from a computer hard drive: the deleted data is still there and can be erased only by overwriting it with new data. The place in one’s life once controlled by demonic forces must be “overwritten” by Jesus and the gospel or one’s life is not secure from the return of a fatal virus. Whoever is freed of demons and does not decide for Jesus is simply preparing the premises for a more complete mastery by the demons.

Hence we see those who replace one addiction with another addiction. Not good.

The “athletic model” mentioned earlier could be identified as “reformation.” We reform ourselves by breaking bad habits and building good habits. This is the goal of Alcoholics Anonymous and other support groups that seek behavioral change. But, as Warren Wiersbe writes, “It is not enough to clean house; we must also invite in the right tenant. Mere reformation will not save. There must be regeneration, the receiving of Christ into the heart.”
 J. Vernon McGee adds, “Reformation is no good, friends. If everyone in the world would quit sinning right now, there would not be more Christians. To stop sinning does not make a Christian. Reformation is not what is needed. Regeneration is what is needed.”
 Tone Evans writes, “If you try to clean up your life with self-righteousness and religious activity, you’ll only make yourself worse. Without submission to the Lord and the presence of the Holy Spirit to fill the void, you’re simply opening yourself to greater demonic influence.”

Thus we see the need to rely on the power of the Holy Spirit in our lives. God is not a vending machine that dispenses what we want to feel good about ourselves. He is the Holy One who comes to cleanse us and change us. He doesn’t do this according to our agendas. He will not serve our wayward needs. He loves us too much to merely make us happy. He comes to make us holy. There will be many occasions when He will not give us what we think we need, but rather, He will give us what He knows we need.

It is true: “No man is free who is not master of himself.” Galatians 5:1 states, “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.” Self-control, an evidence of Spirit-control, is the key. As the artist LeCrae says, “Freedom in Christ allows you to control the desires that once controlled you.”

Amen.
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