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Learning to Close the Door
November 20th, 2005

This whole week following the Journey Home conference has been so amazing to me.  Almost every day I’ve gotten more feedback from people who attended the conference... how their lives were significantly impacted.  
· Just watching fifty to seventy-five people gather in the front of the church for prayer after each session, exposing their weaknesses and brokenness to the Lord, was enough to melt my heart.
· There were no heroes there... no one history is likely to remember... and yet, in their pain and tears and shame and fears... they courageously chose to run to Him rather than from Him... discovering more than ever the freedom of being known by God in their weaknesses.
And yet as wonderful as it is to experience the freedom of being known and loved by God in our weakness, it’s something that humanity has struggled to embrace ever since the Fall.
· We read in Genesis 2:25 that, “Although Adam and his wife were both naked, neither of them felt any shame.” 
· But then, just after the fall, we read in Genesis 3:10 where Adams says to God, “I heard you in the garden and I was afraid because I was naked, and so I hid.”
· In a moment, the vulnerable and transparent relationship they shared with God and one another was broken.  

· And so they immediately covered their nakedness and shame… first by making clothing of fig leaves to hide from one another… and then they hid together behind some trees in order to conceal themselves from God.
· That’s what shame does... it always calls for secrecy and hiddenness.  
In a sense, shame is that discovery of self, which in our brokenness, demands to be covered... it has produced in us a wound that all humanity shares in one way or another.
· Some people confuse guilt with shame… but shame runs so much deeper.  You see, guilt says that I’ve done something wrong; shame says there is something wrong with me.  

· Guilt says I’ve made a mistake; shame says I am a mistake.  Guilt says what I did was not good; shame says I am no good.

· And so we cover up for fear of being exposed... in order to hide what is really on the inside.  
· All this creates in us, as the Christian philosopher, Pascal, once wrote, a “God-Shaped Vacuum” that only God can fill.

· But rather than turn to God, we look to other thing to fill that inner longing... things which we crave in ever increasing doses.  
Last week, while speaking about addictions, Andy Comiskey shared about the importance of closing the door on whatever those addictions are in our lives. 
· And yet, as much as I agree with that, the truth is it is not as easy as it sounds.  
· And so, what I’d like to do this morning is to look at how we can more effectively shut the door on those things we’re struggling with in our lives.  
· In other words, when you’re in that argument and you’re desperately wanting to control your anger… when you’re up late at night and know that box of Twinkies is calling your name…

· When you’re all alone in that vulnerable moment and you know you should stay as far from the internet as you can… 
· Whether we’re talking about substances (like coffee, alcohol, drugs, or food) or processes (like exercise, gambling, sex, anger, pessimism, or work) or unhealthy relationships (whether it’s giving others too much power, inappropriate sexual behavior, or just a critical attitude toward others)…

· The question comes down to, how do I control those things so they don’t control me?
Truth is, we want to be in control, right?  People like Rush Limbaugh hold it out there as one of the great virtues… and yet, no matter what persona we create for our outer worlds… we’re ultimately left with what is deep inside.  
· For Rush… it was his addition to pain medication.  What is it for you?  From way too many visits to Starbucks to out-of-control ambition... from way too many hours at the gym to out-of-control spending... what is for you?
· It’s no secret what I struggle with... food. Like all these things, food medicates and numbs... at times it is something to hide behind... at other times it is something that comforts, consoles, and rewards.
Oddly enough, when I think of these issues that we all face to one degree or another, the image that comes to mind is my favorite character from Charlie Brown... Pig Pen.  Pig Pen is this guy who goes through life with a dirt cloud following him wherever he went.  
· It was awful!  Wherever he went, that cloud just kind of loomed around him... the way our individual “issues” seem to linger around us  
· But in order to understand why we struggle with these issues... and in order to understand why we’re so lacking in the “self-control” department, we’ve got to step into that ugly, looming, stinky cloud and look around.  
· Because as you step into that cloud and look around, you’ll begin to see something that is universal to all of us there.  
As you look around, you’ll notice how each cloud is filled with some kind of hurt and pain and betrayal and woundedness.  
· You begin to see how those root issues of shame, fear, rejection, and woundedness are like weeds in the garden that keep self control from developing in our lives the way God intended.
· Let me ask you... When was the last time you hit the “pause” button in your life and reflected on why you feel out of control at times in certain areas of your life? 
· Sometimes we’re afraid to take that look into the stink clouds… because we don’t want to address the root pain/hurt that would answer that question.
· So rather than address the pain, we simply try to control the pain to make the hurt go away.  
Let’s think of a very obvious illustration.  When you’re physically sick.  When your head is pounding and congested, when your body is achy and chest is sore from coughing – what is it that you want more than anything?  Yes... for the pain to go away... to feel better.

· And so, what is the first thing you’ll do?  You’re gonna reach for the medication.
· Now if I’m the one that’s sick... especially at nighttime, I’m going right for the Nyquil.  You’ve got to love Nyquil.  
· Have you ever looked at the ingredients?  It is basically Jack Daniels and food coloring! That’s what it is!  And to prove it, they even provide that little shot glass at no additional cost!
· Now to be honest, Nyquil isn’t all that great at making the symptoms go away... but you really don’t care because you’re just so tired.  
So, what’s the point?  When we’re hurting we want to feel better.  And what’s true for us with re to our physical world is also true in our inner emotional and spiritual worlds as well.  
· You see, we recognize those clouds that brings about pain from our past and present, and so, because we want to make that pain go away, we reach for a medicator to anaesthetize ourselves from the pain.  
· For some of us, we reach for food.  For others, it’s shopping, staying hyper-busy, inappropriate sexual relationships, anger, the tendency to turn inward in order to escape, or the need for a drink here and there to get you through the day… 
· Whatever it is, we do it to either make that hurt or need or emptiness go away...
· Or to provide shelter behind which we can hide from that hurt... so we don’t have to deal with it.  

· That’s why, for example, some people become addicted to TV... b/c by leaving it on so often, it gives them enough noise to keep them from dealing with their loneliness.
Eventually, these medicators become our temptations because when they work so well, it’s hard to not want them again.  

· This is especially true when we’re going through a stressful or challenging season in our lives, when we can feel somewhat out-of-control… which then turns these temptations into addictions.
· Let’s have a little mass confession.  If anything I’ve said so far makes a little bit of sense to you experientially like you’ve been there before, let’s see your hands.  
· The good news is that we can not only know that freedom of being known by God in our weaknesses and addictions... we can also know freedom from those things we struggle with!   
This may sound strange… but there a little selfishness in the way God cares about our pain.  Truth is, He loves us so much that He wants to spend time with us… He loves when we walk in deep intimacy with Him. 

· And yet, He knows that the root of shame, as well as the pains from our pasts… and the lack of self-control they can produce… tends to steer us away from Him rather than toward Him.

· And so, amidst a list in Galatians 5 that includes love, patience, kindness, and gentleness, we’re told that God’s heart is to also impart to us self-control.
· So why don’t we have more self control in our lives? If God’s on the case, why are we still so far from the mark?!

· Let me just share three reasons why I think we’re not further along in terms of self-control...  
1.  The need for self control is always on.  
In other words, that self control switch always has to be on in your life.  You sitting here right now during this message and you are exerting some self control.  
· You’re exerting self control not to stand up and a head home toward your comfortable couch!  

· It needs to be on in the midst of those crises… It needs to be on whether you are stressed and overworked or whether you are home and bored out of your mind.  
· It needs to be on when you’re with your family and friends… or when you’re alone.

· Why is that a problem?  Because when something is always on, it can tire out.  
What Paul says in Galatians is that self-control is a fruit of the Spirit… a byproduct of walking in the Holy Spirit.

· I don’t know about you… but my ability to walk in self-control is very much related to the consistency in which I’m walking in the Spirit.

· Without walking in intimacy w/ God our “self-control” reserves will quickly run dry.
· So let me ask you... how are you doing in terms of walking in intimacy with God?  
· Now if you’re in that place where you thinking that you can’t walk with God b/c of those issues, let me as you this…
· Do you need to get all buffed before going to the gym?  Do you need to get all skinny before you can go to Weight Watchers?  Do you need to get all fixed before you walk with God? No!

· Jesus says, “All who are thirsty… come to Me.”
2.  The presence of temptation is always there.  
Self control has to always be on b/c our temptations, our medicators, are always there.
· I spoke to someone who shared with me how shopping was her thing.  “I can’t control my shopping.  I like to spend.”  If that’s your deal then you know it’s not easy to stop... especially when there are Targets and Walmarts every 20 miles.

· What about food?  It’s the same thing… if food is a medicator then you’re more than aware that there is just no where to hide.  
Companies are all spending a fortune marketing their food to you.  They put pictures everywhere from billboards to magazines... and you know... these pictures make their food look really good. 
· They’re not dummies... when was the last time you’ve seen advertisements for a nice liver and onion meal at Applebees?!  
· It’s delicious looking food and you see it.  You go in and you just grunt and point to the picture!  We slip into primitive mode… “me want that.”  
· My point is this.  You don’t have to search very far for the temptations in today’s world.  They’re everywhere.  
3.  The absence of self control is runs deeper than we realize

You know, most people in our world live their lives at a very superficial level where they pretend like they’re in total control.  
· One of the things I love about this church is we admit it... at least we’re learning the freedom to admit that we’re not quite as together on the inside as we’d like to be.  
· But most people live on the surface.  And when you live on the surface you don’t really think about self control that much.

· And, when we do, we throw out those phrases that do nothing but mask what’s inside… stuff like, “I can handle it.  If I really wanted to stop, I could.  My issue isn’t that bad.  It’s not as bad as others I know.”  
· That is denial.  Denial keeps you at the surface.  If you can stop why haven’t you?  How bad does it have to get before you do stop?  Is it going to take divorce?  Is it going to take hospitalization?  Are you going to kill somebody?  What does it take?  
When someone does address their issues, they often try to fix the problem instead of fixing themselves.  
· For example… with shopping:  Instead of saying, “I need to fix myself,” we say this, “I’m going to fix the problem.  I’m going to cut up my credit cards and I’m not going to go to anything that’s on sale.  I’m not going to go to sales.”  

· That might be part of the problem… but we need to go deeper… we need to look to the root of our behavior.

· If the issue is workaholism… then you might fight to get out of work on time instead of staying till midnight… but then, when you get home, you end up just as busy… and just as disconnected from your family.

· We do this with food where we try to fix the food rather than addressing the deeper issues.  Replacing styrofoam rice cakes for chocolate cake maybe part of the solution… but it isn’t the goal.
What about pornography?  There are over four million pornographic websites.  Can you imagine that fifteen percent of all websites are pornographic?
· The latest statistics say that 75% of homes in the US with a computer and internet connection have at least one person addicted to porn... with around 30% of those being women. 
· Think of it... in the privacy of your own home, you know you are only a few mouse clicks away from delving into a fantasy world that is very seductive and addicting.  
People used to have to put on disguises and go to the other side of the tracks late at night to enter into that world.  Not any more.  Now... you walk into your den and turn on your computer.
· So, what’s the problem?  It’s the computers, right? Let’s just fix the computers so we don’t get porn into our house.  
· It’s a good idea to fix the computer... to put some powerful filters on your computers at home.  But you need to go deeper… you need to ask yourself… and God, “What’s broken inside me?”  
It’s not hard for me to point out the problems.  Problems are easy.  We’re all experts at pointing out problems.  Answering the questions, “What should I do?” is a whole lot tougher!

· In spite of the fact that I’ve got my own issues that I’m working through in the “self-control” department… let me share with you a few things that may be able to help us move toward greater self control.
· The first thing we need to do is…

1.  Take hold of God’s Promises
Obviously, if the problem is deeper than we realize then we better dig below the surface for help.  But to do in a way that really heals, we need to digest what the Bible says is true about us… that we are not slaves to sin.
· In the midst of temptation, when you’re reaching for that medication, whatever it is, take hold of what Paul writes about in Romans 6, that “Sin is no longer your master.  You’re no longer subject to the law which enslaves you to sin.  Instead you are free by God’s grace.”  
· God, because of His grace, He has given us what we need to beat those things we have no control over.

Next time that cycle is about to kick in-- and you know the cycle that I’m talking about – the cycle that goes like this: 
· You see the temptation and give in… you begin to condemn yourself over how often you give in to that temptation, you doubt whether you could even beat this thing… you feel like a failure… you feel bad about yourself… and rather than turn to God, you turn back to that medicator… hoping for that temporary “ok” feeling… 
· Before you get into that cycle, just say the words… their not magic… but they’ll remind you of what is true… “I’m not a slave to that!”  
· Then, invite God into that scene… asking Him to take the truth of His Word from your head to your heart to your actions.  
2.  Ask the deep questions.
If the answers are below the surface you’ve got to ask the deep questions.  Some of people want to ask the deep questions of other people before dealing first with their own issues.  
· If you see me eating lunch today, you don’t necessarily need to come up to me when I’m eating my seven-layer burrito and say, “So Craig, what pain are you trying to hide?”
· Work on your own stuff first.  Ask the questions about yourself.  
· The surface question I’ve already given you.  The surface question is “How do I fix my computer?”  
· Here’s the deep question; “What’s so broken inside of me that has me pursuing counterfeit intimacy over a screen, that has me sowing even deeper roots of shame and guilt into my life… that has me hiding from God and others?”
· Can you think of what that counterfeit intimacy is in your life?  Can you think of those unhealthy responses you might have when you hurt or stressed? 

· Are you able to point to where they came from?

As I said, for me, the food issue runs pretty deep.  In fact, I’ve dealt with this for so long that it’s easy to disassociated overeating with its root causes.
· But when I’m not doing well… I know what I need to do… first… I need to hit the pause button and just spend some time with God.  

· That’s not an easy thing to do when you’re in the middle of one of the cycles.  
· For me… it is often about being too busy… which creates almost an emptiness inside.

· It’s not surprising that I can feel empty during those times. Because of busyness and stress… I allow my well to become empty.  The language may sound strange… but in a very real way, my soul is aching for attention… aching to be deeper in the Father’s presence.

Sometimes I listen to that cry… and I slow down… and spend the time with God. And every time I do… its like He brings me back to life.

· In those moments, Jesus’ words become so real to me… “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry..." 

· But there are other times when I just keep on going… and the well becomes drier and drier… 
· And without running to Jesus, I will grab hold of what will make me feel at least temporarily better… And, for me, that’s food. 

I have not mastered this part of my life… but more than anything in my life, I know that the voids in our lives… the absence of worth, acceptance, healthy self-image, healthy relationships, whatever it is… can only be satisfied in Him.  
· Only He can fill that God-shaped void within... only He can satisfy the soul.
· When He hung on the cross and He sacrificed His sinless life to pay for my sins, it was as if He said to me, “Craig Simonian approved!”  
· And when He stamped us with His approval, that approval is what gives birth to a new paradigm… it provides the inner strength and self control to say “That’s enough!” 
· Paul says in Ephesians 3, “I pray that from His glorious unlimited resources He will give you mighty inner strength [that’s self control] through His Holy Spirit.  May your roots go down deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love and may you have the power to understand how wide, how long, how high and how deep His love really is.  May you experience the love of Christ and then you’ll be filled with the fullness of life and power that comes from God.” 
· It’s all about God’s love controlling me so that I have the inner strength to control the other things in my world.
3.  Begin to Give Your Issues to the Father
If you want self control you’ve got to give your issues to Him.  In other words, in order to experience self control, we need to give up control… but not just to anyone… to Him.  
· God has some wonderful, what I would call, upside down principles in the Bible. 

· To really live, I must die.  To win, I must lose.  To be great, I must serve.  To be first, I must be last.  And to get self control, I must give up control.  
· But when we do give Him control… He doesn’t “control” us, but rather begins to develop self control in us.  It is just something He will always impart to us as we find our place in His presence.
Paul writes in Romans 14:17 that the Kingdom of God is about “Righteousness, Peace, and Joy in the Holy Spirit.”
· In other words, as we walk in step with the Spirit... as we find our place in the Father’s presence, as we give control of our lives over to Him... we will find God imparting “Righteousness, Peace, and Joy” in our lives.
· It’s then that we’ll find the strength to not only say no to the medicators in our lives... but strength to invite God into those broken places as well.
Guys… all of us, to one degree or another… need a large dose of self-control in our lives.  What is your issue that you want to bring to God this morning?  What is it that you do that tries to fill the void or need or hurt that only God can fill?
· Will you take hold of God’s promises for you in this area?

· Will you begin to ask the deeper questions as it relates to that issue?

· Will you purposefully give your issues to God?

· As we do these things, I believe we’ll find ourselves more and more able to control those things in our lives rather than have them control us.
