Living in the Power of His Resurrection #10

“Overcoming Habits”

selected Scriptures
If you had to describe our current culture in one word, what would it be? 

The options are many, and good arguments could be made for a number of suggested tags. But I find myself in agreement with Eugene Peterson as he writes, “We live in a nation of complainers and a society of addicts.”
 Perhaps history will remember this era as “The Age of Addiction.” I’m not suggesting that we somehow invented addictive behavior—it’s been around since Adam and Eve chose to sin—but we seem to have taken it to a higher level. There was a time when the word “addiction” or “addict” was reserved for the abuse of alcohol and drugs. But now we recognize compulsive behavior toward overeating, gambling, smoking, pornography…the list goes on and on.

What do we mean by addiction? One resource defines the word as “any thinking or behavior that is habitual, repetitious, and very difficult or impossible to control regardless of the consequences.” It goes on to add, “Perhaps it is not surprising that addictions have become a major health hazard worldwide and have been called ‘the greatest threat to our nation’s health.’”﻿
 The Bible doesn’t use the term “addiction,” but Jesus said in John 8:34, “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin,” which is close enough.
Initially I titled this message, “Overcoming Addiction,” but I realize that the term addiction, while technically accurate, bears a certain stigma and detachment. We tend to think of addicts as those strung out and barely able to function, thus dismissing ourselves from the conversation. So instead I have titled this message, “Overcoming Habits,” since that is something everyone can relate to—plus the fact that the word “habitual” is part of the definition of “addiction.” We all have habits and hang-ups we struggle to control. And the first step toward addiction is a habit.

Yet I believe habits can be controlled in the life of the Christian. Referring back to one of our key verses throughout this series, 2 Peter 1:3 promises, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.” Philippians 4:19 says, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me,” including overcoming habits in our lives.

The Problem with Habits

We begin with the problem of habits. The Roman orator Seneca cried, “Oh, that a hand would come down from heaven and deliver me from my besetting sin!” His plea has been echoed throughout the centuries. We’ve all wished for the same miracle.

What do we mean by “habit”? Habits are learned patterns of behavior or attitudes repeated so often that they become typical of a person.
 Sadly habits can become a label, identifying people by what they do and not by who they are.
Habits are the product of choices. On the negative side, we consciously make a choice when we surrender to temptation. When we continue to act upon our wrong choices, we establish a bad habit within approximately six weeks.
 

We have all experienced the cycle: enjoy a forbidden pleasure, feel guilty, determine never to do it again, take pride in brief moments of self-control, then fail once more. Each time we repeat the pattern, the ruts are cut a bit deeper, the chain pulls tighter. And if we don’t master the habits, they will surely master us.
 Remember God’s words to Cain in Genesis 4:7, “If you refuse to do what is right, then watch out! Sin is crouching at the door, eager to control you. But you must subdue it and be its master” [nlt].
Truth is, we’re all there. In what Chuck Swindoll calls “The Universal Civil War” we all suffer from the same ailment: lack of self-control.
 The apostle Paul shares his own experience 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… 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… 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 (Rom. 7:15, 18-19, 21-23).

Because of our inherited sin nature, we are engaged in this war within…a war we are destined to lose…on our own. We are in the middle of an inescapable fight, and I would suggest that most people fight it in the shadows, out of sight, and feeling all alone. No wonder so many of us feel defeated by sin and seriously consider giving up. And when we are at our lowest, Satan slips his arm around our shoulders and whispers gently, Face it: you’ll never be good enough for those people—or for God. Why not just give up and accept the inevitable? And, besides, that thing you do doesn’t really hurt anyone. At that vulnerable moment, the enemy breaks through.

Excusing our behavior because “we’re just human,” we become pessimistic, even defiant, and soon find ourselves victimized by a sin that refuses to budge. This behavior pattern becomes so familiar that eventually we don’t even want to change. We come to feel at home in our anger, lust, worry, gluttony, laziness, bitterness, and selfishness—except for our small and occasional efforts at correction.

Can we really be delivered from the one-step-forward and two-backward routine? At times I’ve thought the answer was No. Despite my sincere attempts at yielding myself to God, I retained certain weaknesses (sins is a more honest word) that I concluded I would simply have to live with. After all, no one is perfect!

That’s the problem with habits: We all have them, and they seem insurmountable.

The Pathway over Habits

Yet they are not insurmountable. The Scripture provides hope and a pathway over habits. At the end of Romans 7, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Rom. 7:24-25)

Erwin Lutzer, in his book How to Say No to a Stubborn Habit, lists three required steps in the pathway over habits:

· You must believe that God is good.

· You are fully responsible for your behavior.

· You must believe that deliverance is possible.

First, you must believe that God is good. Because of the evils that exist in the world, the goodness of God is one of the most difficult doctrines to accept. Yet unless we wholeheartedly believe in it, we are paralyzed in our Christian growth.

It is not surprising that Satan’s first move in the Garden of Eden was to cause Eve to doubt the goodness of God. Here are his words: “You surely shall not die! For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:4-5). Satan convinced Eve to believe that God did not have her best interests at heart—that He would hold her back from developing her potential. Eve believed the lie.
 

Today, Satan uses similar strategy to make us dissatisfied with God’s will for us. How many are convinced that God’s top priority is, or should be, their happiness? When God does not meet their every whim, they question God’s goodness.

Yet the Bible says in Psalm 31:19, “How great is your goodness, which you have stored up for those who fear you, which you bestow in the sight of men on those who take refuge in you.” Psalm 34:8 invites, “Taste and see that the Lord is good; blessed is the man who takes refuge in him.” In the New Testament James 1:17 states, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.”
Now if you accept the fact that God is good, two results will follow: (1) you can surrender to Him without reservations or fear of being gypped, and (2) you will thirst for change, knowing that the watering holes of the world cannot compare with the refreshing water that Christ promises.

The second step in the pathway over habits is to accept that you are fully responsible for your behavior. All of us are born with a propensity to avoid blame. It began in Eden. God confronted Adam and Eve after the first sin, and they blamed each other, the serpent, and even God! But the truth is that Eve made a choice and so did Adam. Thus they bore the full responsibility for their choice…and so do we. 

The doorway to hope begins to open as you take responsibility for your actions.
 Calling a habit or addiction a “disease” victimizes the person, rendering one powerless to change. A habit may lead to a disease, but the habit itself is not a disease to be cured.

Rather, habits are the results of choices. Here is the simple truth: The only way into a bad habit is by making choices, and the only way out of a bad habit is by making choices. We may need assistance from others or even medication, but this requires taking responsibility for our choices and for our recovery. In a word: obedience.

Once I realize what God wants me to do, I have to choose to do it. Once I realize what God does not want me to do, I have to choose not to do it. Obedience is a habit that is developed as we obey in one situation and then another. Each time we obey, it becomes easier.
 Breaking a habit may be thought of as reversing the formation of a habit. We say “no” to what we have been saying “yes.”

Deliverance from habits is often a process, not an immediate product of salvation. The key is to persevere, realizing that God is faithful and that forgiveness is effective, even when change is not permanent. If your obsession is strong, you might need to confess your sin and receive forgiveness a hundred times a day. But it is not futile. It is a process.

The third step on the pathway over habits is that you must believe that deliverance is possible. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it.” In this verse we notice two facts.

First, you cannot plead that your case is unique or special. True, no two situations are identical, but your basic struggles against the passions of the world, your sinful nature, and Satan are the same as those others have faced. You can take comfort in the fact that you are experiencing a temptation that someone else has already faced—successfully. Your situation is not unique. Someone has already faced your problem victoriously.

Second, Paul asserted that God will give you the resources to cope with all temptations. A faithful God does not expect you to do what you cannot; He supplies the needed strength.
 As Peter promised, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.” The angel Gabriel declared in Luke 1:37, “Nothing is impossible with God.” Do you believe it or not?
You may be wondering, “Why is it so essential to believe that victory over sin is possible?” Simply because no one can win a war he believes can’t be won! To go to battle believing in advance that there can be no permanent victory, is to succumb to the enemy before the campaign gets under way.

We Christians have often conceded to the enemy by assuming that some sins cannot be dislodged. Such unbelief breeds pessimism, disobedience, and despair. The teaching of the New Testament is that all things are possible with God to him who believes.

Are you prepared to believe that God is good? That you are a responsible person? That you can win victory over that stubborn sin? Then you are on the pathway over habits. As John 8:32 says, Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.
The Power over Habits

This brings us to the power over habits. Paul refers to this in Titus 2:11-12,

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age…

Notice that Paul points to the grace of God that teaches us to say “No” to worldly passions and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives. Not a twelve-step program, not hypnosis or psychological manipulation, not pressure, not even will power can bring this about in our lives. 

This is not pulling yourself up by your own boot straps. It is not overcoming one bad habit only to replace it with another bad habit. It is saying no to a negative habit so that you can say yes to a positive habit. Self-control is a gift from God, empowering you to fulfill the will of God. It is what the Holy Spirit does in you when you yield your will to His will.
 John Phillips points out,

This is not a result of the mind, the emotions, and the senses being brought under the control of the human will; it is a result of the human will being brought under the control of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit thereby energizes the human will to produce this fruit of the Spirit, self-control.

He mentions the fruit of the Spirit, the natural consequences of the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit within us,
 which comes from Galatians 5:22-23, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.” Like all of the fruit of the Spirit, it is the product of the Holy Spirit working in our lives…it is not something we can do for ourselves. This life in the Spirit is just that: life in the Spirit. We can no more produce the fruit of the Spirit than we can grow wings and fly! These traits, the very personality of Jesus Christ, can only be developed in our lives by the Holy Spirit of God.

You see, God has a different plan—for which He has given us a message of deliverance and hope. He has done what we could not do. He has given us a new nature, and the personal presence and power of the Holy Spirit so that we can say No to our old self-nature. True, there are no easy miracles. Our success is neither instant nor automatic. Slick and easy solutions lead to false expectations that, in turn, spawn disappointment and unbelief. Applying biblical principles takes time and discipline. But steady progress is possible.
 By the Spirit’s enabling, we resolve to do particular things that are right, and actually do them, and thus form habits of doing right things, and out of these habits comes a character that is right. “Sow an action, reap a habit; sow a habit, reap a character,” says the proverb, and as this is true in natural life, so it is in the life of grace.

Let me be clear: While we are called to “yield” or “present” ourselves to God (Romans 6:13; 12:1), or as it is sometimes put, to “surrender” or “give ourselves up” to Him, this is not passivity. Paul does not mean that we should lapse into inaction, waiting for Christ to move us instead of moving ourselves, but rather that we should report for duty, saying as Paul himself said on the Damascus road, “What shall I do, Lord?” and setting no limits to what Christ by his Spirit through his Word may direct us to do. This is activity!
 As J. I. Packer puts it,

The Christian’s motto should not be “Let go and let God” but “Trust God and get going!” So if, for instance, you are fighting a bad habit, work out before God a strategy for ensuring that you will not fall victim to it again, ask Him to bless your plan, and go out in His strength, ready to say no next time the temptation comes. Or if you are seeking to form a good habit, work out a strategy in the same way, ask God’s help, and then try your hardest.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:9–10, “So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each of us may receive what is due us for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.”
You might wonder why all this work is required. It’s simple: bad habits don’t just lie down and die. We don’t naturally get better at living the Christian life—we get worse at it. We must realistically recognize the presence of God in our lives. That is not only possible, it is preferred. That’s the way to live.

For the past ten weeks we have been considering the theme “Living in the Power of Christ’s Resurrection.” On Easter we saw how the power of Christ’s resurrection helps us to overcome death. Then we saw how we can overcome hate with love; overcome despair with joy; overcome anxiety with peace; overcome hurry with patience; overcome apathy with kindness; overcome evil with goodness; overcome anger with gentleness; overcome faithlessness with faithfulness; and overcome habits with self-control.

Do you notice a pattern here?

Living in the power of Christ’s resurrection is living in the power of the Holy Spirit. He produces the character of Christ—otherwise known as the fruit of the Spirit—in our lives. Yes, we have the responsibility of doing our part, which can be summed up in the words, “trust and obey.” But the bottom line is that the power is not ours; it is God’s. “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.” That power is the same power that raised Christ from the dead. That power is at our disposal every day, to meet every challenge. 

That power means that we can never say, “I can’t!”

Easter has come and gone. We will move on from this series. But I hope we never move on from this concept. May we live every day in the power of Christ’s resurrection and experience His victory!
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