A WINNABLE WAR—AND A WAR WORTH WINNING
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It is called “every man’s battle.” The truth is: you can win this war. Many men don’t believe that. They have tried long enough. They succumb habitually to the inevitable temptation. When they hear speakers talk about victory over sin, they know it does not apply to them. Many hardly try. They are convinced that those who testify above overcoming are either saints or liars. So they continue to hide the shame of a defeated life, and they consign themselves to a position as second-class citizens in the kingdom of God. They suspect that they are not worthy of any kind of ministry position. They keep their problem to themselves, which only aggravates it. Like a friend says, “If you hold a secret for more than a month, it is holding you.”

I am writing this article to that band of men who have given up. There is hope for you, too. Please attempt to follow what I am laying out here. If you do, I can almost guarantee that you will be on the road to victory. 

Share your struggle.

Not with everyone but with someone, a person you trust and respect, like your father, your pastor, your older brother, your friend who walks maturely in the Lord. Ask him if you can walk in the light with him. That means that when you are particularly battling, you promise to call him. And when you have given in, you absolutely call him, even if it is 2 AM. The purpose is not to shame you. Quite the contrary, it is to lift the shame. Satan kills us with condemnation when we give in—then give in again. He beats us up, but he would not have to, because we beat ourselves up. Sin always pays the same wage—death. Every time. While sin looks inviting, it doesn’t deliver what it promises in the long run. Instead, it brings on clouds of darkness and defeat, an inferiority complex and a degraded identity. And then we do it again, only to experience the same shame, but now at a deeper level. The shame we carry for a morning or a day predisposes us to repeat the same sin—over and over. Calling our friend allows us to hear the word of forgiveness. And when we do, we must never confess that same sin again (unless we give in again). That would insult the grace of a forgiving Father. When I have forgiven one of my kids, I don’t want them bringing that sin up again, as if I didn’t really forgive them.

Concentrate on identity, not behavior.

Parents who focus primarily on behavior with their children are surprised when they do not see the behavior they are expecting. That is because identity drives behavior. People behave their beliefs. The way you see yourself is the way you live. If you see yourself as a saint, you will live that way. If you view yourself as a sinner, you will sin. St. Paul understood this and told us who we are in Christ, before calling us to live out that identity. If you think you are a dirty person, you’ll live like one. If you truly believe that you are dead to sin and confess it consistently (see Romans 6), you will find yourself incrementally winning more battles. God promises it. If you choose, you can look at your experience to prove that you are not dead to sin. Or you can look to the Word of God that says you are and believe its truth as over against your experience. You are not ignoring reality. You are simply rising to a true identity in Christ, and you are taking seriously the powerful work of Christ on the cross. Try it—not just for a week but for a month.  Scripture consistently identifies the children of God as saints, not as sinners. That is who you are!

Focus on Christ, not on your sin.

I used to think that it was godly to focus on my sins so that I could overcome them. It didn’t work. In fact, it caused me to sin more. The Bible tells us to focus on the things of the Spirit in order to overcome the flesh (Galatians 5:16). The way to defeat the negative is with a positive. Try this: don’t think about a red brick. As soon as you read that, you did what I told you not to do. Now, instead of thinking about a red brick, think about a white elephant. We don’t erase a thought—we replace the thought. God would rather have us focus on His goodness than on our badness. Walking around morose because we are sinners is not only inaccurate—it is self-defeating. The Bible tells us that we are changed in two ways: by what we believe and what we behold. We are told as we look at the glory of the Lord, we “are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory” (2 Cor. 3:18). Christ-consciousness is much preferred to sin-consciousness.

One more thing…

Gouge out your eye.

Jesus said, “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off.” That is a better option, He said, than going to hell.  He is using hyperbole to get our attention and bring home an important truth. And “if your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away” (Matt. 5:29). In other words, do whatever you need to do to defeat sin before it defeats you and ultimately destroys you. If the computer is taking you down, deal with it. Only use it in the presence of others or don’t touch it the rest of your life. Why tempt yourself with what can ruin your future, your marriage, your destiny? Don’t walk into temptation naively and expect to win this time. You’ve already lost if that is your attitude.

So to review, we share our struggle, we concentrate on who we are, we focus on Christ, and we deal realistically with what we have proved we cannot handle. I’ve seen many young men live out these truths and walk out of the guilt and shame of sin into a new identity and destiny. You can be the next one!

