                              “ Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life! “
         November 4th, 2007,  Sermon  # 9:   “ Self-Destruction vs. Self-Discipline! ”
                      ( Proverbs 23:17-21, 29-30a;  Ephesians 5:8-20;  Matthew 4:1-4 )

************************************************************************
     About 17 years ago I spoke with a friend who had recently gone through treatment for being an alcoholic.  He explained to me how he had lied to himself for years.  He told himself he was a faithful Christian even though he justified abusing alcohol every day.  Well, his alcoholism eventually took its toll on his body and emotions.  He almost lost his job and his family.

     My friend told me about his first meeting at the treatment center.  He met with one of the addiction counselors who happened to be an elderly Catholic nun.  She and he were alone in a room.  The first question she asked him was:  “Who is your God?  Describe your God to me?”  My friend then proceeded to recite the Apostles’ Creed.  My friend even quoted Luther’s explanation of the Creed from the Small Catechism.

     After he was done giving his explanation of God, the elderly nun smiled.  Then she said:  “Don’t lie to me!  Don’t lie to Jesus, either!  Your god is your addiction.  You worship Jack Daniels.  You fear, love and trust in alcohol.  Until you admit that, we can’t help you.  Even more, until you admit that, GOD can’t help you, either!”
     My friend eventually received the help he needed.  By the Grace of God, he remained sober for many years after that.  God gave him the self-discipline he needed to stop his self-destructive behavior.  

     I have a question for us.  Who is OUR God?  Before we answer that question we need to realize something.  Our God will respond to our answers by saying:  “Don’t lie to Me!  Be honest with Me.  Until you’re honest with Me, I can’t help you!”
     Now you know why we confess our sins at the beginning of every Service.  We need to face the ugly fact that we worship false gods.  We fear, love and trust in many things other than the true God who made us.       

     But that’s why we need to be baptized.  You see, Baptism is not something we do for God.  Nor is Baptism a symbol of our decision to follow Jesus.  No!  Baptism is God’s work!  Baptism is one of the ways that God reaches out to poor, miserable sinners and connects us to Jesus’ saving death and resurrection.

    In Baptism we receive the forgiveness of sin and the gift of the Holy Spirit who gives us new hearts that cling to Jesus for mercy and the strength to live the baptized life.  The “baptized life” means that we say “No” to the self-destructive desires of our sinful nature and “Yes” to the self-discipline the Spirit creates in us so that we might live according to God’s will.

      Today’s sermon title is:  “Self-destruction vs. Self-discipline.”  My friends, there are many ways we can sin against God in thought, word and deed – by the evil we do and the good we fail to do.  However, today I’m going to focus on particular sins that can be defined as self-destructive behaviors.  I will begin by addressing what Scripture teaches about the use of alcoholic beverages.  Now, when it comes to alcoholic beverages there are two erroneous extremes we must avoid.  
     On the one hand, some Christians wrongly teach that the use of alcohol in ANY amount is sin.  But God’s Word does NOT teach this!  In fact, Scripture teaches that alcoholic beverages CAN be enjoyed as a gift from God if used in moderation.
     On the other hand, like many other gifts from God, alcoholic beverages are often abused and misused.  That’s why our society has laws about the age you must be before you drink alcohol -- and God wants us to respect those laws!!  I see far too many names of under-age drinkers in the local paper!  This is a sin!  
     Of course, the sad fact is that many who ARE of legal age to drink also end up abusing alcohol.  If adults are abusing alcohol, we shouldn’t be surprised if our youth follow our example.
     In our reading from Proverbs we heard how the abuse of alcohol is a SELF-destructive behavior.  My friends, God gave us our bodies.  He wants us to care for our bodies and use them to serve others.  But when we abuse alcohol we are destroying our bodies and hurting others as well.  God despises this sin!

     We all know people whose lives have been ruined by alcohol abuse.  There are people who have been killed by drunk drivers.  There are families that have been ripped apart by the sin of alcoholism.  What is the answer to this problem?

     I’ll tell what the answer is NOT.  The answer is NOT pointing the finger at someone else!  Many people are tempted to blame others for their self-destructive addictions.  It’s so easy to be the victim and make everyone else the problem.  

     Also, some people want to blame companies like “Anheiser Busch” for our problems.  However, blaming “Anheiser Busch” for alcoholism is like blaming North Dakota farmers for people who overeat.  
     Simply put, those who struggle with alcohol abuse need to point the finger at themselves and confess that they worship their addiction.  Only then can God begin to help them.  However, abusing alcohol is not the only sinful self-destructive behavior.     
     You see, our reading from Proverbs does not only condemn the sin of alcohol abuse.  It also condemns gluttony.  This is a real problem in our nation as well.  Many people eat more than they need to eat, and they pay the price.  We tend to joke about overeating as though it’s no big deal.  But God says that gluttony is a sin right along with alcoholism.  Gluttony is self-destructive behavior!
     Now, I’ve never had a problem with alcohol abuse.  However, I can relate to the sin of overeating.  I’ve struggled with this sin my whole life.  I’m guilty of making food my “god,” and I need Jesus’ mercy for this sin.  In fact, I need Jesus’ mercy every day because of my struggle with this sin.  

     By the Grace of God and the help of friends and family, I’ve been able to lose some weight -- and I hope to lose even more.  I need to take better care of my body so that I can be a better servant of others.  However, no matter how much self-discipline God gives me in this area, I will always need Jesus’ mercy and love because I’m a sinner and I’ll always face temptation.
     Now, at this point I should briefly mention one other addiction that we Lutherans tend to overlook.  I’m talking about the abuse of tobacco.  However, unlike some, I don’t believe that ALL use of tobacco is a sin.  I don’t think you can prove that from Scripture.  On the other hand, I think you will agree with me when I say that far too many people ABUSE tobacco products to the point where they can’t get through the day without it.  Not to mention that their abuse of tobacco destroys their bodies.
     But why stop with alcohol, food or tobacco abuse?  I haven’t even mentioned all the ILLEGAL drugs that Christians should not EVER use in ANY amount or form.  I could also mention addictions to other things such as *caffine, *work, *T.V. or *pornography.

     My point is this:  When we put our trust in our addictions we are not only guilty of breaking the 1st Commandment by worshipping false gods.  We also break the 5th Commandment by causing harm to ourselves and others.  But I have Good News for us self-destructive sinners!  
     First, Jesus lived a perfect self-disciplined life in your place!  In our Gospel reading we see the devil tempting Jesus to put His trust in earthly food and reject His Father’s will for Him.  However, even though Jesus was starving, He said:  “It is written:  ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but by every word that comes from God’s mouth.’”
     Jesus is the only One who ever lived a perfect self-disciplined life.  In Holy Baptism you were clothed with the self-discipline of Jesus.  When God looks at you He does not see a person who falls short of the self-discipline you ought to have.  Instead, when God looks at you He sees the perfect self-discipline of Jesus.
     But what about all our self-destructive sins?  What about the punishment we deserve for this evil behavior?  The Good News is that Jesus was willing to destroy HIMSELF on the cross in your place of punishment so that you could be forgiven.   Jesus took our sins of alcoholism, gluttony and other addictions to the cross and there He suffered the punishment we deserve for such self-destructive sins.  Because of Jesus’ self-destructive sacrifice, you are forgiven.

     Now, this same Jesus who died on the cross for our self-destructive sins also conquered death for us so that by His resurrection power we might live the baptized life of self-discipline which moves us to say “No” to evil behaviors that harm and “Yes” to godly behaviors that heal. 
     In addition, Jesus has given you fellow Christians who can help you and support you with your self-destructive struggles.  On top of that, God has provided many organizations who can help you with your struggles.  You are NOT alone!
     But most important of all, keep your focus on Jesus and meditate on His Word through which the Spirit will give you the self-discipline you need to say “No” to behaviors that harm and “Yes” to behaviors that heal.  In fact, the more we focus on Jesus and His Word, the more we will become addicted to Jesus and His Word – and being addicted to Jesus and His Word is the one addiction every person should have!!
     In closing, listen again to these words of the Apostle Paul in our reading from Ephesains:  “Be very careful then how you live – not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.  Therefore, do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.  Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery.  Instead, be filled with the Spirit.  Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.  Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Amen!
