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Passionately communicating the love of God to hurting kids in a gentle way
unable to say ‘no’ to their drug of choice.
It may seem easy to judge or pity these poor
I was visiting recently with some teens at a drug
souls. We tell ourselves we are better than that; at
rehabilitation facility where our chaplains serve. These
least I’m not an addict. But the truth is that selfyouth had been ordered by a judge to attend an eightcontrol is not natural to the human condition.
week residential addiction program. Every minute of their Struggling with self-discipline is a common experiday is a scheduled attempt to help these kids break free ence for all of us. Our drug of choice may not be
from life controlling addictions. Their drug of choice is a
heroin, but we still wrestle mightily with self-control.
smattering of everything you might imagine; alcohol,
We engage in compulsive relationships with more
nicotine, and marijuana addictions are common, while
socially acceptable vices. We are a nation of shopaothers have struggled with prescription drugs,
holics, sugar addicts, compulsive gamblers, caffeine
methamphetamine, heroin, and other hard drugs.
junkies, and gossips. Anyone who has resolved to
These kids often repeat treatment, unable to break
eat a healthy diet understands the ugly battlefield of
free from the compulsive use of mind altering substanc- self-denial.
es. Although they become experts in their addictions, so
The struggle with self-restraint is a war as old as
many of them remain unable to control their own impuls- time. In the opening moments of history, God warns
es. They take classes to learn about neural responses to Cain, “You will be accepted if you do what is right.
psychotropic chemicals. They explore the social and
But if you refuse to do what is right, then watch out!
relational roots of addiction. They are conversational
Sin is crouching at the door, eager to control you. But
about so many aspects of the addict’s experience, from you must subdue it and be its master.” (Gen 3:7) You
triggers to escalating dosages to overdoses. In spite of
see, the solution for our shortcomings is maddeningly
all the information they acquire, many of them remain
Continued on page 3
by Jon Wells

by Skyler Martin

Saul was a Jewish terrorist. Filled with rage at Christians who had hi-jacked his religion and imported Jesus
as the Messiah, he was determined to wipe them out and end the Christian problem altogether. Followers of
Jesus suffered at his hands. He held the cloaks of his fellow terrorists as they stoned Stephen to death at the end
of a bold Gospel proclamation. Through all this he didn’t seem to flinch. The nagging anxiety in his life could only
be dealt with by the extermination of people he hated– until he encountered the risen Christ.
Blinded for three days and healed by Christ through God’s servant Ananias, everything changed. Saul became Paul, was baptized, and began to preach the Gospel. His life only became more difficult from that point on.
Paul writes in 2 Corinthians that he was constantly imprisoned, suffered countless floggings, and nearly died
often throughout his ministry. He had received lashes and was beaten with rods by zealous Jews, was stoned at
one point, shipwrecked three times, spent an entire night and day drifting in the sea, wrestled with insomnia,
suffered starvation, was without shelter and was even sometimes without clothes. YOUR BEST LIFE NOW was
not the title of Paul’s memoirs. He did not escape the intense suffering that he was promised when Christ called
him, “I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of My
name” (Acts 9:16).
You have made us
All of this begs a couple of questions:
for yourself
What makes a terrorist become one of those whom he has terrorized?
O’
What makes anyone willing to continue to face life in light of such
intense suffering?
and our
Throughout his letters, Paul leaks the secret to the life he is living; the
hearts
are
presence of Christ. He speaks of the ‘peace that surpasses understanding’ that comes from submitting your troubles to God in prayer. He prays
restless
that the Ephesians would know the ‘love that surpasses knowledge.’ He until they can find
claims that human beings are the temple or ‘dwelling-place’ of God. Paul
rest
tells the Colossians that their hope was in the indwelling presence of
in
Christ. When writing to the Philippians, Paul tells them that he can bear
all of these circumstances and sufferings through the strength that Christ
-St Augustine
provides Him. He is not shaken or discouraged by these events as they
provide him an opportunity to ‘share in Christ’s suffering;’ these things are not the source of his peace anyway.
Only a person so aware of Christ’s presence within could say as Paul says confidently, “It is no longer I who live,
but Christ who lives in me.”
It seems that he could leave his life of hatred and suffer so greatly because he knew the peace of God in
whom he trusted. He didn’t know it cognitively or theologically, but experientially. He lived moment by moment,
aware of Christ’s presence in Him.
As I minister to the young people at Great Circle, I become more and more aware that the only sustainable
thing I can hope to communicate to anyone is the presence of the risen Christ. The only thing that provides
peace to the human heart is the Spirit of the God who is Love and calls each of us His child. I could attempt to
peddle how-to messages, self-help, or even more coping mechanisms, but the truth is that the ultimate coping
mechanism and facilitator of peace amidst the suffering of this life is the presence of God.
This is what turned Saul the terrorist into Paul the apostle. This is what granted Paul the inner rest to suffer for
the sake of those to whom he ministered. May we not only make known this truth to others, but come to truly
know it ourselves; The presence of Christ within us grants us the peace we are always looking for and empowers
us to suffer any number of misfortunes, because the Life that is within us cannot be touched by them.

Lord,

You
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simple. Just stop. Stop exploding in fits of rage. Stop cutting your arms with
sharp objects. Stop smoking. Stop eating that junk food. Stop wasting your
money. Stop looking at those web pages. Stop drinking. Stop using. Stop trying
to end your life. Like the classic Bob Newhart therapy sketch, every addiction
can be solved with just two words. Stop it!!!!
A few years ago I met a man who wanted to volunteer to come out and talk to
the kids at a residential program. I asked him, “What are you going to tell them?”
His reply made me laugh. “I am going to tell them they need to stop doing
that stuff!”
These youth have had family members, teachers, principals, police officers,
juvenile officers, judges, therapists, doctors, and staff members telling them
‘stop it!’ for years. In their own sane moments they tell themselves to stop,
but the battle of self-control is not quite so simple.
Paul gives voice to this universal struggle in his letter to believers in Rome.
“I don’t really understand myself, for I want to do what is right, but I don’t do it.
Instead, I do what I hate. . . I want to do what is right, but I can’t. I want to do
what is good, but I don’t. I don’t want to do what is wrong, but I do it anyway. . .
I have discovered this principle of life—that when I want to do what is right, I
inevitably do what is wrong.” (Rom 7:15ff) James also speaks to the issue of self
control, admonishing believers to control their mouths. In the third chapter of his
epistle, James suggests that reining in our speech is perhaps the most difficult
thing of all. “Indeed, we all make many mistakes. For if we could control our
tongues, we would be perfect and could also
control ourselves in every other way.” (verse 2)
Self-control is listed in Galatians five as one
of the ‘fruits of the Spirit;’ that is to say,
self-regulation is a product of the presence of
God’s Spirit in me. I would prefer a much
simpler solution. Wouldn’t it be great if a
one-time profession of faith resolved all of my
self-discipline issues for life? Sadly, I know
many believers who have made a profession of faith and still struggle in various
areas. I have encountered many teens who have been disappointed by this
‘silver bullet’ approach to religion. I cannot count the number of kids who have
told me that they have tried the ‘Jesus thing’ and it did not work. Perhaps they
prayed the sinner’s prayer, or got baptized; they responded to an altar call,
Continued on back page
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or attended a church camp. Whatever the experience, they thought they had overcome their struggles, just to
find the same battles raging on the other side. We do folks a disservice when we reduce Jesus to a magic wand
and present such experiences as a panacea for all of our vices.
As much as I would like to say otherwise, there are no simple, one time, ‘silver bullet’ solutions to our
brokenness. But I believe the truth of Galatians chapter five; I agree that the Spirit’s presence brings with it a
number of beautiful things, including self-control. The natural outflow of God’s presence in my life is the ability to
control my impulses. Ironically, the fruit of the human spirit is also control, but control of others. Left to our own
devices we abandon self-discipline, preferring instead to devise ways in which we can control those around us.
But in the gospel we are invited into a different way of living.
In his second Epistle, Peter addresses this issue of developing self-control in sync with God’s spirit. “His
divine power has given us everything we need for a godly life . . . so that through [His promises] you may
participate in the divine nature.” When I am wise enough to make time and space for God’s presence in my
daily living, His presence produces fruit in my life. I am learning that the question of self-regulation is less a
matter of what I need to force myself to do, and more a matter of allowing Him to do something beautiful in me.
This is not a church affiliation, profession of faith, or creed. Paul calls it ‘keeping in step with the Spirit.” Peter
explains it as ‘participating in the divine nature.’ The 17th century monk, Brother Lawrence, famously called it
‘practicing the presence of God.’ It is a moment by moment way of living intentionally, inviting the Spirit of God
and His character into my daily life.
“Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.” Galatians 5:25

