
by Tim Jackson and Jeff Olson

MMary is obsessed with food. For years she has
binged and purged, sometimes 20 or more 
times a day. Her compulsive routine seems to

have a life of its own.
Bill has a love his wife knows nothing about. As a

curious teen he discovered Playboy and Penthouse.
Fifteen years later, he finds the 900 numbers on late-
night TV irresistible. His computer modem gives him
easy access to the pornography of cyberspace and the
Internet.

Carla lost her sobriety to alcohol. She wasn’t down at
the local bar slugging down beers. She was a closet
drinker. No one in her family suspected her problem.
She drank only while her husband was at work and while
the kids were at school. Nothing too serious, she thought,
until she became pregnant again and tried to stop for the
sake of the baby.

As these examples suggest, addictions are not limited
to illegal, mood-altering substances. Mary is addicted to 
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food. Bill is a slave to his
own sexuality. Carla is
controlled by a substance
freely sold from the shelves
of her family supermarket.

Addictions raise many
questions. Are they moral
weaknesses, diseases,
habits, or sins? Are they
physical dependencies, or
complicated spiritual
cycles? What’s needed 
for change? Is it medical
treatment, family
intervention, daily group
accountability, or spiritual
transformation? Can
behaviors be changed
quickly, or will recovery be
the process of a lifetime? 
If our answer to these
questions is yes, or at least
maybe, we are being honest
about the complexity of
addiction.

In the following 
pages, we’ll look at this
complexity, and we’ll focus
on some of the more critical
personal and spiritual
dimensions of addiction.

The 
Complexity
Of Addiction

Defining An
Addiction. An addiction
is an enslaving, destructive
dependency. Random House
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.”

Because a person can be
physically predisposed to an
addiction, and because of
the likelihood of medical
complications, addictions
are often viewed as a
disease. It would be a
mistake, however, to think
only in terms of the
physical dimensions. Most
addictions are also rooted
in moral choices and
spiritual needs.

What is most important 
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is not whether we are
predisposed to an enslaving
habit but whether we are
willing to do whatever it
takes to bring this
predisposed “diseased body,”
habit, or idol under the
control of reason and faith.

How Widespread
Are Addictions?
According to a 1992
Library Journal article,
45 million Americans
attend 140 different kinds
of weekly recovery groups.
Another 100 million are
trying to help those who
are in recovery. In other
words, half of us are 
either in recovery or
helping someone who is.
If the whole picture could
be seen, however, far more 
of us than anyone has 
ever dreamed are captive 
to enslaving, destructive
dependencies that are
ruining us and our
relationships.

What Can Be
Addictive? In his book

Addiction And Grace,
Gerald May has compiled 
a list of 105 items to 
which many have become
irresistibly attached. The
vast majority are good
things such as food, work,
exercise, shopping, and
prescription drugs. Let’s
look at some of the more
common ones.

Drugs And Alcohol.
Mood-altering chemicals
account for some of our
most obvious addictions.
They create physical,
emotional, and social
dependence on artificially
induced feelings. Some
stimulants, ranging 
from cocaine to nicotine,
produce an exhilaration
that creates an illusion 
of well-being, power,
adequacy, and control.
Others cause hallucinations
of pleasure or terror.
Depressants, such as
alcohol, can temporarily
relieve our anxieties and
our inhibitions.
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Food. With food, some 
of us attempt to satisfy
not only the natural needs
of our bodies but also
insatiable emotional and
spiritual longings. The
more we eat to feel better,
the more our bodies work
with our emotions to
increase the demand. The
cycle is addictive.

Attempts to reverse the
effects of overeating can
also be addictive. If we’re
anorexic, we starve
ourselves. If we’re bulimic,
we indulge and then purge
ourselves of what we have
eaten by the misuse of
laxatives or self-induced
vomiting. By indulging or
depriving ourselves, we fall
unwittingly into another
enslaving, destructive
dependency.

Sexual Pleasure.
Addiction to sexual
pleasure may involve
marital or extramarital
heterosexual, same-sex,
fetish, or pornographic

obsessions. Sexaholism
becomes evident when
healthy desires for
intimacy are channeled
into behaviors that rob 
us of our self-respect,
freedom, self-control, and
opportunity for healthy
sexual enjoyment.

Work. According to
Genesis, God created us 
to work the land, rule 
the world, and help one
another in the process. It
is not surprising, therefore,
that in a fallen world we
have turned work itself 
into a slavemaster and a
god. Much of our cultural
drivenness focuses around
our longing for significance
through professional
accomplishments.
Workaholics are chronically
absorbed in a continuous
stream of tasks. Our sense
of well-being is wrapped up
in what we do. Attempts to
break our obsession with
work result in depression
and feelings of failure.
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Relationships. We can
also develop an enslaving,
destructive dependence on
people. A form of relational
idolatry occurs when we
view another person as the
source of our identity and
well-being. Alone, we feel
empty, unfulfilled, and
helpless. When threatened
with separation, we fight 
to cling to the other person
at all costs, even to the
harm of the one we claim 
to love.

Gambling. By playing
the lottery, gambling at
casinos or racetracks, or
betting on point spreads
of sporting events, some
have become addicted to
numbers games. Mounting
losses and dreams of
financial freedom fuel the
need for “one more chance.”
For the moment, the
damage already done to
family, friends, and future
is overridden by the
adrenaline rush of one
more gamble.

The Marks Of
An Addiction

TThose who work with
people caught in
addictions identify 

at least five telltale signs,
which when found together
indicate the presence of an
enslaving, destructive
dependency.

1. Absorbing Focus.
All addictions consume
time, thought, and energy.
They are not mere pastimes.
They are obsessions and
preoccupations that demand
more and more from us.

2. Increasing
Tolerance. The pattern 
of diminishing returns is
also common. We need
increasing amounts to
maintain the same effect.
Drug addicts need more
crack to get the same high.
Alcoholics need more
alcohol to maintain the
“buzz” that came so easily
at first. The sex addict
moves from soft- to hard-
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core pornography, or from
normal marital relations
to socially and biblically
forbidden encounters.

3. Growing Denial. To
protect the sacred moments
of our pleasure, we deny
that our “interest” is
ruining us. Because 
there is so much to lose,
we hide from others the
extent of our enslavement.
We convince ourselves that
we can stop whenever we
want. We learn to live in
two worlds at the same
time. We even believe our
own stories. We become
accomplished actors in 
front of others because 
of our fear of being found
out.

4. Damaging
Consequences. There
is no such thing as a
harmless addiction. All
addictions are destructive
to ourselves and those we
love. Directly or indirectly,
our obsessions can destroy
our family and our

friendships. We can lose
our job, our health, our self-
respect, and our reputation.
Addictions are enslaving,
destructive dependencies.
They destroy our capacity
for self-control and our
ability to know and enjoy
the God who has made us
for Himself.

5. Painful
Withdrawal. Anything
we habitually use to give
us an artificial sense of
well-being results in pain
when it’s taken away.
Angry outbursts, agitation,
anxiety, panic attacks,
tremors, and depression are
all costs of withdrawal.
When deprived of our
addiction, we are likely to
feel that we have lost
something essential to our
survival.

In light of such painful
results, we might wonder
why we are so willing to
become dependent on self-
destructive ways of
thinking and acting.
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Why Do We
Cling To Our
Addictions? 

AAddictions are not just
diversions of choice.
We see them as

lifeboats necessary for our
survival. Addictions give us
something we believe we
must have in order to live.
They provide predictable
relief and power in an
unpredictable and painful
world.

The Pursuit Of
Relief. When faced with 
a loss of health, when
haunted by harm done to
others, when hounded by
the rejection of a parent or
spouse, it is natural for us
to try to relieve the pain.
We hate feeling guilty,
disconnected, empty,
and alone. We long for
acceptance and love.
Our addictions provide a
remedy that helps us to
forget the pain—at least
for a little while.

Alcoholism drowns
sorrow. Drug addiction
turns lows to highs.
Compulsive overeating
fills our emptiness.
Obsessive work replaces
insecurities with a sense
of accomplishment. Sexual
addiction mimics adventure
and intimacy.

Addictions often begin
as a pursuit of pleasure 
to numb the discomfort of
painful losses. But we soon
discover that addictions
multiply the pain. In time,
it becomes worse than the
pain we were trying to
relieve. Now we find
ourselves needing relief 
not only from our
inescapable losses but 
also from the shame of our
own foolishness. We feel
shame for trusting in
addictive behavior that
made our problem worse.

Shame, however, is also
a deceiver. In the beginning,
pleasure holds us in the
addiction. In time, shame 
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has the same effect. In
their own ways, both are
deceptively effective pain
relievers. Pleasure is a
filler; shame is a killer.
Pleasure is a distracter;
shame is an assassin. Both
attach to our addictions.
Both combine with our
obsessions to numb our
hearts not only to the harm
we are doing to others but
also to our own longing for
love and relationship.

Ironically, shame ends
up being even more useful
than pleasure in providing
relief from our pain. Shame
causes us to feel unworthy
to give and receive love.
Shame deadens our
longings for relationship.
Shame becomes a powerful
pain killer not merely by
lessening our pain but by
deadening our hearts until
we feel nothing at all.

When our hearts are
deadened, we don’t hurt.
We don’t long to give and
receive love. Neither are we

able to feel the harm we
are doing to others. Yet
using our addiction and its
resulting shame to feel
nothing seems preferable to
bearing the sorrows of life.

The Pursuit Of
Power. Addictions also
provide an illusion of
control. They are like
private magic carpets that
transport us into a world
where we seem to be in
charge. They provide a
predictable way of changing
the way we feel about
ourselves and others.

Addictions provide us
with predictable moments
we can count on, while
giving us the illusion of
control. While people and
circumstances are beyond 
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our control, our addictions
deliver on their promise of
comfort, pleasure, power,
control—now. By refusing
to eat, by purging what we
have eaten, by using our
work to attain recognition,
by making another
purchase, we feel power
rather than helplessness.

Addictions are attractive
because they appear to
provide predictable doses
of relief and power in 
the midst of pain and
helplessness. But in reality
they are a house of mirrors,
promising us freedom and
then trapping us with little
hope of escape. The effect 
is always self-destructive
bondage.

What we find out too
late is that in exchange 
for relief and control, our
addictions master us. Even
though we tell ourselves 
we have everything under
control, experience tells us
otherwise. We’d quit if we
could. But we have become

a slave to our own desires.
We want our addiction more
than we want to quit. We
believe we need and deserve
the relief and the power
our addiction provides.

At some point, we are
forced to choose between
our addiction and those who
love us. We know what we
desperately want. We don’t
want to lose those we love.
But we don’t know how we
could survive without the
“friend” that is destroying
us. We feel trapped in an
addictive cycle.

What Is The 
Addictive 
Cycle? 

AAs we lose more and
more of ourselves 
to our addiction,

our pleasure decreases.
Moments of relief are
replaced by lingering
shame. We feel guilty for
having a habit that is
socially unacceptable. We 

9

CB961 Addiction pp  10/18/04  11:09 AM  Page 9

© RBC Ministries. All rights reserved.



are afraid of being
discovered. In turn, we
resolve to quit, or to make
amends for our failures,
hoping it will lessen our
feelings of guilt and shame.
But it never does. We may
have temporarily swept our
lives clean of the addiction
and its unpleasant feelings,
but nothing has replaced it.
As a result, we are more
acutely aware of our

emptiness. Feelings of
disillusionment and despair
set in, and once again we
begin to demand relief. Our
demand for relief draws us
back into the familiar arms
of our habit.

This cycle is played 
out again and again 
with deepening levels 
of dissatisfaction,
disillusionment, despair,
and enslavement.
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What Does It 
Take To Break
The Cycle?

SSometimes it takes
family intervention 
to get our attention.

It may take court-ordered
treatment. Sometimes it
takes financial ruin, loss of
employment, loss of health,
or loss of relationships.

Something must bring
us to the end of ourselves.
Something must cause us
to be willing to reach out
for whatever spiritual 
or medical help or daily
accountability meetings
we need to break the 
grip of our enslaving,
destructive dependency.

One thing is certain.
Even if hospitalization 
and medical treatment 
are needed to break the
stranglehold of our
addiction, we will need
spiritual help to recover
our sanity, sobriety, and
self-control.

Addiction involves our
spiritual inner being. We
have needs that cannot be
met by filling them with
food, alcohol, drugs, or
work. Physical obsessions
cannot satisfy our deep
longings for satisfaction,
security, and significance.

Because these needs 
are spiritual rather than
physical, most addiction
treatment centers now
recognize the need for
more than medical or
social therapy. Many
programs are built 
around a form of spiritual
treatment called 12-step
recovery. In the next few
pages we will consider 
some of the strengths 
and weaknesses of this
approach.

The History Of 
12-Step Recovery.
This is the widely adapted
program of Alcoholics
Anonymous. AA has it roots
in the Oxford Group, which
in the early part of the 
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20th century encouraged
spiritual renewal as a
means of breaking the grip
of alcoholism.

The Oxford Group was
founded in 1908 when a
YMCA secretary named
Frank Buchman had a
spiritual experience that
reportedly changed his life.
Published accounts indicate
that in June of 1908 Frank
started a streetside church
in Philadelphia. The church
flourished, and he started a
hospice for young men that
spread to other cities.

Before long, however,
Frank had a violent
argument with his trustee
committee because they cut
the budget and the food
allotment. He resigned 
and went to Europe, ending
up at a large religious
convention in Keswick,
England. His spiritual
transformation occurred
when he heard a speaker
talk simply about the cross
of Christ. He sensed the

chasm separating him from
Christ, and he felt the need
to surrender his will. He
went back to his house 
and wrote these words to
each of his six trustees in
Philadelphia: “My dear
friend. I have nursed ill
feelings against you. I am
sorry. Will you forgive me?
Sincerely, Frank.”

Feeling an urge to share
this experience, he went to
nearby Oxford University
and formed an evangelical
group there among the
student leaders and
athletes. In time, this 
group emphasized not only
personal faith in Christ
but also the need for:

1. Coming to the end 
of oneself

2. Others
3. Dependence on God
4. Self-examination
5. Confession of

character defects
6. Restitution for harm

done
7. Working with others
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In 1934, members of the
Oxford Group taught some
of the principles of their
fellowship to an alcoholic
by the name of Ebby
Thatcher, who was about to
be locked up as a chronic
drunk in Bennington,
Vermont. Later, Ebby
taught these principles to a
childhood friend and fellow
alcoholic named Bill Wilson.
Wilson later became a co-
founder of AA along with a
doctor named Bob Smith.
According to a transcript 
of one of Bill’s AA talks,
the first principles 
learned from Ebby were:

1. We admitted we were
licked.

2. We got honest with
ourselves.

3. We talked it over with
another person.

4. We made amends to
those we had harmed.

5. We tried to carry this
message to others
with no thought of
reward.

6. We prayed to
whatever God we
thought there was.

Because this “undefined”
God later showed up in AA’s
12 Steps, many Christians
have distanced themselves
from the movement. They
point out that many use
the 12-step recovery as 
a substitute for faith in
Christ, and that some 
12-step members substitute
“the group” for church.

The Need For
Others. It is true that
some have seen 12-step
recovery groups as more
helpful than going to
church. People helping
people has been an
important strength of the
12-step process. The best
recovery groups function 
as compassionate, caring
intervention communities
of co-strugglers. They share
the burden of one another’s
pain, laugh together, cry
together, confront one
another, and celebrate 
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together. They expose
denial and misbeliefs 
about their addiction while
promoting courage to make
tough choices.

Interestingly, these 
are the kinds of loving
relationships called for
by the New Testament.
Nowhere should principles
of recovery and people
helping people be more
evident than among those
of us who believe in Christ
and the Bible, from which
12-step recovery was born.
What 12-step founders
learned from the church,
some of us now need to
learn from recovery groups.

It’s also important for 
us to keep in mind that
churches and recovery
groups have different
purposes. Many churches
are not equipped to provide
the specific focus and
shared need that many 12-
step groups provide. At the
same time, 12-step groups
cannot provide the kind of

spiritual family,
accountability, and
instruction called for by
the Bible. They leave God
undefined so they can
include people of all 
faiths in the process of
overcoming addictions. But
recovery groups that define
“God as we understood
Him” cannot provide all of
the spiritual help we need.

The Need For
Understanding.
Trusting “God as we
understood Him” may help
people overcome alcohol or
drugs, but it doesn’t assure
forgiveness and a family
relationship with God.

Understanding Our
God. In the New
Testament, the apostle Paul
addressed the “undefined
God” issue with a group of
first-century Athenian
philosophers (Acts 17:22-
34). While acknowledging
that people of all faiths live
and move and have their
being in God, Paul made it 
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clear that God now calls
everyone to accept the 
One He raised from the
dead. Paul was speaking 
of Jesus, who earlier taught,
“God is spirit, and those
who worship Him must
worship in spirit and truth”
(Jn. 4:24).

When we combine these
quotes with the rest of the
New Testament, we find 
a God who wants to be
known. Even if He helps
us overcome an addiction
while we are still
worshiping “an unknown
God,” that mercy is not
meant to be an end in
itself. The God of the 
Bible gives such mercies 
to draw us to His full offer
of forgiveness, adoption,
eternal life, and daily
spiritual enablement in
Christ.

With that background,
let’s see how principles for
recovery look when seen in
the light of a self-revealing
God who lovingly reaches

out to us in our addiction
and sin. This will be
difficult for some who 
have felt criticized and
condemned by people who
claim to be followers of
Christ. But keep in mind
that it was Christ Himself
who earned a reputation as
a “friend of sinners.”

Jesus didn’t die just for
His friends. He didn’t die
just for good people. He 
died for people like Mary
Magdalene, who was
possessed by seven demons
before being delivered from
her enslavement. He died
for people captured by their
own self-destructive desires
for sex, alcohol, and money.
That is why the apostle
Paul could later write:
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Do not be deceived.
Neither fornicators, nor
idolaters, nor adulterers,
nor homosexuals, nor
sodomites, nor thieves,
nor covetous, nor
drunkards, nor revilers,
nor extortioners will
inherit the kingdom of
God. And such were
some of you. But you
were washed, but you
were sanctified, but you
were justified in the
name of the Lord Jesus
and by the Spirit of our
God (1 Cor. 6:9-11).
If these are the kinds

of people God declares
blameless (justifies), and 
if these are the kinds of
people God sets apart for
Himself (sanctifies) when
they believe in His Son,
then there is hope for us 
as well. God doesn’t justify
and sanctify good people.
Jesus Himself said:

Those who are well have
no need of a physician,
but those who are sick. I

did not come to call the
righteous, but sinners, to
repentance (Mk. 2:17).
Understanding Our

Vulnerability. But don’t
Christians suffer from
addictions? Yes. People can
struggle with addictions
before and after coming to
Christ for forgiveness and
eternal salvation. That’s
one reason Paul had to
write to Christians in
Corinth (see 1 Cor. 6:9-11
above). Some were still
living under the influence
of alcohol and unmanaged
sexual desires even after
coming to Christ. People
bought and owned by God
can still struggle with any
of the addictions that afflict
others. This vulnerability
remains as long as we live
and groan for relief in these
bodies of flesh (Rom. 8:23).

But what about those
who experience dramatic,
lasting deliverance on the
day of their salvation?
Some do report a “miracle 
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cure” when they first
believe in Christ as Lord
and Savior. But their story
is not the norm. What their
experience shows is that
God can break the chains of
bondage. Their deliverance
shows us that God wants
His people free to be owned
and managed by Him.
Their dramatic cures
remind all of us that God
can empower His people to
live under the influence
and control of His Spirit.

But dramatic “cold
turkey” deliverances are
only part of the picture.
Even those who experience
such freedom in the first
days of faith must spend
the rest of their lives facing
the dangers of countless
other enslaving, destructive
dependencies. It was to
Christians that Paul wrote:

Do not be drunk with
wine, in which is
dissipation; but be filled
with the Spirit, speaking
to one another in psalms

and hymns and spiritual
songs, singing and
making melody in your
heart to the Lord, giving
thanks always for all
things to God the Father
in the name of our Lord
Jesus Christ, submitting
to one another in the fear
of God (Eph. 5:18-21).
Here Paul showed 

that the people of God 
are not above the danger 
of addictions. He also
showed that Christians
have powerful resources 
for experiencing a new
spirituality and healthy
dependence on the Spirit
of God.

Understanding Our
Desires. To understand our
addictions, it is important
for us to see that our
desires are not bad. Our
longings for connection,
significance, and freedom
are given to us by God.
What is killing us is the
way we are trying to satisfy
or deaden those God-given 
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capacities. Addictions are
powerful because the
desires God made to serve
us turn into cruel masters
when we allow them to
dominate our lives.

Our desire to feel good
has a God-given purpose.
But when we believe we
need relief now, and when
our highest priority is to
avoid pain, we set ourselves
up for an enslaving,
destructive dependency.
When feeling good or
feeling nothing is more
important than doing good,
loving others, or knowing
God, we are ripe for
addiction.

Our desires reflect that
we have been designed to
worship. The philosopher
and theologian Augustine
was right when he said
there is a God-shaped
vacuum in all of us, and our
hearts are not at rest until
we find our rest in Him. If
we are not worshiping a
good God who loves us, then

we will end up worshiping
our own desires until they
consume us. Addiction
becomes an idol.

Our indulged desires,
however, do more than
consume us. Our desperate
efforts to avoid pain
inevitably hurt those we
love. How can we measure
the pain of parents who
watch their anorexic
daughter starving herself
to death? Who can express
the pain of a child who
grows up with the
unpredictability and
neglect of an alcoholic
parent? Who can describe
the anguish of a wife who
discovers that her husband
has compulsively gambled 
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their marriage into
financial bankruptcy? 

Yet in spite of the costs
to those we love, we still
cling to our addictions and
insistently deny that we
have a problem. Because
our desire to feel good or
feel nothing seems more
important than the truth,
denial is a predictable,
persistent mark of the
person trapped by an
enslaving habit.

Self-absorbed desire
drives addicted persons to
deny they have a problem
because they can’t imagine
living without the object of
their dependence. The
husband who has been
addictively involved in an
affair feels far more alive
with his lover than he feels
with his wife. Alcoholics
think they need the 
bottle to make their lives
bearable. Workaholics 
think they need to work 
80 hours a week to prove
their importance. It’s

unthinkable for such
persons to give up the
source of their good
feelings.

When confronted with
the damage our addiction
and denial does to others,
we are likely to blame
everyone but ourselves 
for what is happening.
Consumed by our desire to
feel good or to feel numb at
any cost, we are apt to rage
at everyone who confronts
us with the truth about
ourselves.

Understanding Our
Anger. Our anger masks
our fear. We rage at heaven
and earth because we are
afraid to face the light of
day. We are terrified at the
thought of losing control of
the addiction we are using
to find relief and control.
In our fear, we pursue
strategies of “fight” or
“flight.” We fight everyone
who suggests that we have
lost control of ourselves
and that we are on a path 
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to self-destruction. We flee
to the comfort of our
“friend” who gives us
moments of mind-numbing
relief and satisfaction.

Our anger helps to
justify our addiction. We
believe we deserve the
relief our addiction
provides. By blaming 
others for our problems,
we keep the focus off
ourselves. By blaming 
God for our pain, we
temporarily avoid the 
issue of our idolatry. As
long as we can nurse our
complaints against heaven,
we don’t have to deal with
the fact that by our own
will, we have chosen gods
that allow us to feel good
now. As long as we can feel
mistreated, neglected, and
unloved, we can angrily
justify replacing God with
our addiction.

In our anger, we always
forget the One who bore
our pain in His own body
on an executioner’s cross.

While blaming others, we
do not remember the
beatings, the whipping, the
scorn, the nails, the thirst,
and the tears that were
His. As long as we continue
to blame God and others
for our pain, we ignore the
One who absorbed such
punishment on our behalf
that He Himself cried out,
“My God, My God, why
have You forsaken Me?”
(Mk. 15:34). By blaming
heaven and earth for our
problems and numbing
ourselves into the mindless
comfort of our addictions,
we ignore the One who
said:

Come to Me, all you who
labor and are heavy
laden, and I will give
you rest. Take My yoke
upon you and learn from
Me, for I am gentle and
lowly in heart, and you
will find rest for your
souls. For My yoke is
easy and My burden is
light (Mt. 11:28-30).
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At The 
Crossroads

WWhether we stand
in need of 
forgiveness or

spiritual enablement, the
God of the Bible makes
an offer that asks for our
invitation in return. In the
Bible, Jesus pictures
Himself standing at a door
knocking, and saying:

Behold, I stand at the
door and knock. If
anyone hears My voice
and opens the door, I
will come in to him and
dine with him, and he
with Me (Rev. 3:20).
At the sound of

knocking, we panic or 
get angry. Our first 
reaction is apt to be, “Oh
no! He’s here. The house is
a mess. We can’t let Him
see us like this. If He gets
in, He’ll make us feel even
worse about ourselves than
we already feel.”

Overwhelmed by fear,

we forget that because He
is God He already sees us
as clearly as if there were
no door. He sees every
dirty dish, every messy
room, every shame, every
addiction. He knows
everything about us, what
kind of shape we’re in, and
even how angry we are
with Him.

In addition to being
afraid, we are angry. We
are sure He’s part of our
problem. We don’t want to
let Him in. He has let us
down too many times
before. He could have
prevented our pain. He
could have given us the
kind of life He has given
others. He hasn’t been fair.
Yet now He wants more. We
sense intuitively that He
wants our hearts. He wants
to control us. Inviting Him
in feels like we’re inviting
the enemy in.

Yet He knocks. He
knows what we find hard
to believe. He has come 
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with an offer of relief and
comfort and forgiveness
and rest. He has come with
an offer of enablement. He
wants to sit down and eat
with us at the table of our
heart. He is waiting for our
invitation to say something
like, “Lord, come in. I’ve
made a mess of things.
Please come in and have
mercy on me.”

When we finally invite
Christ into our mess, we
discover that He has 
not come to condemn us.
Neither does He demand
that we work harder to fix
our broken lives. On the
contrary, He comes as a
loving Savior to the door 
of our hearts, knocking,
waiting for us to say, “Yes,
Lord, come in. Take over.
Forgive me. Change me.”

At this crossroads of
invitation, there is an
opportunity for change.
It is an opportunity to
discover life through a
process of admitting our

addiction, acknowledging
our pain, accepting
responsibility for the
damage we’ve done,
pleading for mercy,
choosing surrender, and
caring for others. Here 
at this crossroads, our
hearts can come alive in
the presence of One who
while knowing everything
about us still wants to
come into us and be the
God and Friend we’ve been
looking for.

Since the thought of
beginning this process 
with God is always
frightening, let’s take the
remaining pages to see
what some of the changes
might look like if we let
Christ into the world of our
addictions and sin. In the
next few pages, we’ll see
how surrender and change
might look through the
eyes of those who have
begun the lifetime process
of transformation.
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The Signposts
Of Progress
SIGNPOST #1:
We admitted we
needed help. This 
first sign of spiritual
progress was not easy. The
path to freedom and a new
life at first felt like death
(Mt. 10:39). Admitting to
ourselves that we were 
out of control was hard
enough. Confessing the
nature of our problem to
others felt like insanity.
Yet we began to tell our
story. By telling others
about our struggle, we
exposed the truth of our
addictions and saw even
more clearly that our so-
called “friends” were
destroying us. Our
addictions had robbed 
us of relationships,
dignity, and future.

Once we saw how
unmanageable our lives
had become, we were ready
to depend on the help of

God and others to recover
the healthy independence
and self-control we had lost.

SIGNPOST #2:
We found that pain
was not our enemy.
We learned to let sorrow
bring us to our senses.
Healthy grief allowed us to
face the pain our addictions
were intended to relieve or
kill. Our pain didn’t go
away. But we found new
ways to endure it with
courage, hope, and even joy.

We learned to let our
pain bring us to the comfort
expressed by the author of
the 73rd Psalm. He too 
had been overwhelmed 
and disillusioned by the
unfairness and injustices of
life. He couldn’t understand
how God could let evil
people have their way
while innocent people like
himself suffered. These
were painful thoughts. He
almost lost his faith. But
because he faced his pain 
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and brought it to the place
of worship, he suddenly
found his heart changed by
the perspectives of eternity.

It was too painful for
me—until I went into 
the sanctuary of God;
then I understood their
end. Surely You set them
in slippery places; You
cast them down to
destruction. Oh, how
they are brought to
desolation, as in a
moment! . . . My heart
was grieved, and I was
vexed in my mind. I was
so foolish and ignorant;
I was like a beast before
You. Nevertheless I am
continually with You;
You hold me by my right
hand. You will guide me
with Your counsel, and
afterward receive me to
glory. Whom have I in
heaven but You? And
there is none upon earth
that I desire besides You.
My flesh and my heart
fail; but God is the

strength of my heart 
and my portion forever 
(Ps. 73:16-19,21-26).
Like the psalmist, we

learned that our pain could
bring us to God. We found
that our pain did not have
to drive us into the arms of
our addiction.

SIGNPOST #3:
We learned to
accept responsibility
for our own choices.
We saw evidence that we
were overcoming our
addiction when we began 
to see beyond the harm
others had done to us.

Instead of merely
blaming those who had
harmed us, we began
seeing how we had chosen
to respond to our painful
circumstances. Our eyes
were opened to the
decisions we had been
making even in those 
times when we thought we
had no choice but to pursue
our addiction. We found 

24

CB961 Addiction pp  10/18/04  11:09 AM  Page 24

© RBC Ministries. All rights reserved.



motives and choices that
bore our signature.

We accepted
responsibility for our 
anger, for the way we tried
to satisfy our desires, for
demanding relief, for
refusing to admit our
vulnerability, and for our
determination to protect
ourselves at all costs, even
at the expense of others.

We accepted
responsibility for 
replacing our Creator 
with an addiction that
could not bring light and
order to our chaos but
instead deepened the
darkness in which we 
were hiding.

At first we were afraid
of such responsibility
because it increased our
sense of failure and loss.
We found that we had been
as guilty of harming others
as they had been guilty of
harming us. This deepening
awareness, however, turned
out for our good. Only when

we admitted our wrongs
could we find the truth that
set us free (Jn. 8:32).

We learned from James
who encouraged us to grieve
our sin and to draw near to
God (Jas. 4:8-10). And from
the apostle Paul we learned
that godly sorrow is a
healthy road to repentant
change (2 Cor. 7:10).

SIGNPOST #4:
We saw our need
for mercy. Earlier we
had seen our need for help.
We had come to believe
that only God could free us
from the enslavement of
our addiction. But then we
saw that we needed more
than help. We needed
mercy. Having seen the
many ways we had sinned
against God and others,
it became clear that we
needed undeserved help
and forgiveness.

Mercy became our
newfound joy. Mercy
invited us to a change of 
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heart, a repentance, that
would cause us to gladly
turn from our idolatrous
obsessions. With failure
behind us, mercy now
called us to a new
dependence on God.

When still in the 
arms of our addiction,
the thought of change had
seemed like death. Now
mercy offered hope and life
and freedom. Mercy gave
us reason to turn from 
our futile attempts to find
relief and power. Mercy
gave us a new way to look
at our God. Mercy’s call
became stronger than 
the pull of our addiction.
Gradually we saw the One
offering mercy as the lover
of our souls.

For the first time, we
had more than momentary
pleasure. Now we had
reason to destroy the idol
and break all ties with it.
Even though we would
struggle for the rest of our
lives to remember and

practice all we had learned,
something wonderful had
happened. We had been
changed. We had tasted joy.
In our reflective moments
we would always have to
admit that the pleasure of
our addiction didn’t deserve
to be compared to the
mercies of God.

SIGNPOST #5:
We discovered that
we have so much to
be thankful for. Only
when we discovered the
richness of God’s mercy 
did we begin to enjoy the
depths of His goodness. We
had loved so poorly. We had
been so blind. We had so
stubbornly insisted on our
right to have relief from
our pain and have control
of our lives. When
confronted by those 
who loved us, we had so
persistently denied the
truth. Yet seeing this, God
still loved us. He forgave
us. He even gave us 
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Himself in exchange for
our brokenness.

With overflowing hearts
we clung to the words of
David, who wrote, “Blessed
is he whose transgression
is forgiven, whose sin is
covered” (Ps. 32:1).

It was when we
recognized God’s relentless
pursuit of us for our good,
even in the face of our
brazen and idolatrous
rebellion against Him, that
our hearts were humbled
and moved with gratitude
for His mercy and grace.
From that perspective, we
wondered how we could
ever have turned our backs
on Him for momentary self-
destructive pleasures.

Overwhelmed by God’s
goodness, and having
tasted the possibility 
of being satisfied and
complete in Him, we began
to find delight in offering
ourselves to God as an
expression of our worship
and love (Rom. 12:1).

SIGNPOST #6:
We discovered that
surrender is a way of
life. When we first came to
the end of ourselves, hit
bottom,
and admitted that our lives
had been shattered, our
surrender to God was not
complete. In some ways it
was a forced surrender. We
had been broken by the
tyranny of our own choices.
The consequences of our
resulting enslavement had
made our lives unbearable.
We finally admitted that
we were beaten, and that if
we didn’t surrender we
would die. We surrendered
to save our own lives.

What we didn’t realize
at the time is that this
attitude of brokenness
could become a way of life.
Neither did we realize what
a good life it could be. In
time, we were surprised by
joy. The surrender we feared
became a way of inviting
the help and mercy of the 
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One who had made us to
find our pleasure, security,
and fulfillment in Him.

Surrendering our trust
in our addiction freed us 
to depend on the One who
always gives far more than
He takes. Giving up our
self-absorbed goals and
resting in Him freed up
time and energy that could
now be used in serving the
needs of others.

SIGNPOST #7:
We devoted
ourselves to helping
others. While trapped 
in the chaos of our own
addiction, we had nothing
but contempt for genuinely
intimate relationships. We
had so much to hide, and
we were so absorbed in our
self-protection and relief
that we had no energy to
spend on anyone but
ourselves. But after
experiencing the
overflowing goodness of
God, we found pleasure in

leading others to the same
supernatural source of
freedom. We found that
there is no greater
expression of gratitude to
God than to honor Him by
reaching out to others with
the restoring love that we
received. It was this sense
of mission the apostle Paul
spoke of when he wrote:

Blessed be the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the Father of
mercies and God of all
comfort, who comforts us
in all our tribulation,
that we may be able to
comfort those who are in
any trouble, with the 
comfort with which we
ourselves are comforted
by God (2 Cor. 1:3-4).
We discovered that

nowhere are people better
equipped to help one
another than in a church
family where individuals
see themselves as co-
strugglers who have so
much to be thankful for.
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Rediscovering
A Vision Of
The Church

WWhile the church
may not be able
to address all of

the complicated issues 
of addiction, it can 
provide encouragement,
understanding, and
accountability. The 
church can offer the
encouragement of people
concerned about our
ultimate well-being. It can
help us understand our
pain in light of both time
and eternity. It can help us
work through our confused
thinking by teaching us to
depend on God’s Word and
the Holy Spirit. It can hold
us accountable to live not
just for ourselves but also
for the interests of others.
A healthy church can
remind us to pray, work,
and watch expectantly 
for the any-moment return
of Christ.

A Look In
The Mirror

IIt is likely that we all
have seen ourselves in
the mirror of these

pages. What kind of a
person have we seen? Have
we seen a person who is
willing to feel the inevitable
and inescapable pains of
life? Or have we seen a
person committed to relief
and control? Have we seen
a person vulnerable to
addiction because of a
refusal to believe that 
God alone can provide
satisfaction and safety?

All of us have the 
seeds of addiction within
ourselves. We all want to
minimize our pain. We all
want to control our world.

At this point, we need 
to ask ourselves some
important questions: “Is
there anything in our lives
that has become excessive,
compulsive, or entangling?
Is there anything we feel 
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we cannot let go of because
it means too much to us?”
If so, we need to be aware
that we are ripe for an
enslaving, destructive
dependency.

The writer of Hebrews
warned us that we all need
daily encouragement “so
that none of us may be
hardened by sin’s
deceitfulness” (Heb. 3:13).
Deception is how addiction
gains a foothold. If left
unchallenged, deception
and denial will spread and
blind the heart, resulting in
devastating consequences.
A man who denies that he
has an uncontrolled sexual
curiosity is on the edge of
developing a full-blown
sexual addiction. A man
who is unwilling to question
the excessive number of
hours he spends at work 
is setting himself up for 
the relational losses of a
workaholic. A woman who
refuses to admit that she is
using alcohol, or food, or

shopping to change the way
she feels is in danger of
slipping into the grip of
addiction.

If we are walking on the
edge, it’s time to face the
truth. Our hearts are
hurting. Our God-given
desires are powerful. Our
self-absorbed strategies to
satisfy those desires will
only increase our pain.
They will hurt not only
ourselves but those who are
closest and dearest to us.
Our addictions are gods
who have no empathy for
us or those we love. It’s
time for us to hear the
loving, pleading voice of
God, who says in His Word:

Do not be deceived, God is
not mocked; for whatever
a man sows, that he will
also reap. For he who
sows to his flesh will of
the flesh reap corruption,
but he who sows to the
Spirit will of the Spirit
reap everlasting life 
(Gal. 6:7-8).
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The Pilgrim’s 
Progress

SSome enter recovery
expecting God to
deliver them

immediately from their
addictive struggles. Few
find that to be the case.
Most face a long, hard
battle with many relapses.
But in spite of fallbacks,
God doesn’t abandon 
us. Nothing can compare
with the process of being
forgiven and gradually
delivered from self-
absorption to self-sacrificing
love for the sake of others.

None of us will ever 
be totally free from our
ongoing battle with sin in
this life. No matter how far
we have progressed, desires
will always be found in us
that oppose the grace of
God. In spite of that fact,
God can enable us to live so
that we are not irresistibly
controlled by God-
substitutes that bind 

us like chains, sap our
personal strength, and
render us helpless to love
Him or others. He can help
us to develop a spirit of
freedom so that we will 
be motivated more by the
interests of others than 
by our own immediate
pleasure. God can enable 
us to find in Him a trust
and source of life that leads
us to gratefully worship
Him. When we lose hope 
in ourselves and in our
consuming addictions,
He can fill our hearts to
overflowing with His
amazing grace.

Michael Card captures
the beauty of breaking free
in his song “Things We
Leave Behind.” He writes:

When we say no 
to the things of the world,

we open our hearts 
to the love of the Lord;

and it’s hard to imagine 
the freedom we find

from the things 
we leave behind.
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