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Text

I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do…it is sin living in me.  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.  Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.  So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.

His name was Joe.  Joe was a member of my church when I was pastoring in West Tennessee some years ago.  Joe had a substance abuse problem.  I spent a lot of time with Joe and with him and his wife in marriage counseling.

I remember the occasion when he came to the church office one day and asked the secretary if he could see me.  The secretary buzzed me and let me know Joe wanted to see me and then said, “He’s been drinking.”  I told her to send Joe back and I’d deal with him as best I could.  After coming back to my office, Joe sat down, began some casual conversation, some chitchat, and then said, “Preacher, I’m a recovering alcoholic, you know?”  With as much compassion as I could muster, I responded back to Joe, “Joe, I see a lot more alcoholism than I see recovery.  I see more alcoholic than I see recovering alcoholic.  When do you plan on the recovery beginning, Joe?”  While I did see Joe several times after that, I fairly soon thereafter went to another church and lost touch with Joe.  When I left he was still battling his demon.

This idea of recovery, touted most clearly by A.A., has great theological and spiritual insight when you think about it.  You see, each of us is a “recovering” sinner.  

Each of us has some part of ourselves that is not what it ought to be.

Each of us has something about ourselves that lets God down.

Each of us has something about ourselves – some attitude or some behavior or some impurity – that reveals we are far from being the persons we want to be and God wants us to be.

The Apostle Paul summed up our condition when he said, in our text this morning:  

“ What I don’t understand about myself is that I decide one way, but then I act another, doing the very things I know are wrong.  I need help!…I decide to do what is right, but I don't really do it; I decide not to do bad, but then I do it anyway…Something is wrong within me and seems to get the better of me every time…” (Modern Translation)

Well, what is the way forward, the way toward recovery, the way toward spiritual healing, the way toward becoming more of the persons we need to be and God wants us to be?  

THE FIRST STEP IS CONFESSION


The first step toward spiritual healing and recovery is confession.  Admitting that part of myself that does not please God, that part of myself that lets God down, that part of myself that needs improvement, that part of myself that needs changing.  We cannot move toward recovery until we are willing to admit the flawed part of ourselves that needs to be changed.


Now I want to emphasize here that this has to be specific, particular confession, not just confession in general.  We’ve all heard and even shared in “general prayers of confession” in worship.  All denominations, all churches have them and use them.  An example of a general prayer of confession is this:

Almighty and most merciful Father, we have erred, and strayed from thy ways like lost sheep. We have followed too much the devices and desires of our own hearts.  We have offended against thy holy laws. We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; and we have done those things which we ought not to have done; and there is no health in us. 

Well, there’s a problem here.  You see, the issue is “how I have erred”, not how the whole world has erred; “how I have strayed” not how everyone else has strayed; “how I have followed devices and desires of my own heart” not how other people have; “how I have offended against God’s holy laws” not anyone else.  Our confession needs to be specific, particular, real!  I must confess that part of ME that needs changing and you must confess that particular part of you that needs changing!

THEN WE ACT ON OUR ADMITTANCE


Once you and I face up to that part of ourselves that needs attention, that needs changing, then we must act on our admittance, our confession.  It’s one thing to admit one’s flaws; it’s another thing to seek to do something about it.


In the New Testament the word for “repentance” is “metanoia”, the Greek work metanoia.  It literally means “to turn around and go in a different direction.”  Thus, true confession, confession that leads to changed attitudes and changed behavior, includes a willingness to seek to go in a different direction.  Whatever direction or behavior or attitude is keeping one from being all that God needs and wants you to be, the critical step is being willing to do something about it; to actually start acting differently than you now are.


To confess our wrongdoing, that part of us that displeases God and not to seek to do something about it is, in the end, not true heartfelt confession.  The right words are being spoken, but the conviction is not behind the words.  

HELP IS AVAILABLE


Having said all this, let me give you some really good news.  We’re not expected to do this alone.  God doesn’t give us His directions and expectations and then say, “Good luck; hope you can do it; get on with it now and become the person you’re supposed to be.”  That’s not the way God works.


God wants to help you along the road of renewal and recovery.  God wants to help you become the better person, the more faithful Christian you’re called to become.  God is ever ready to give us what we need, as we seek His help, to make the changes that are needed.  You don’t walk this journey alone.


I have a dear friend who has been through the substance abuse journey.  She has shared with me both her story and some of her writings during her journey.  I have been enriched hearing how God has been with her each step of the way.  I have been blessed learning how she moved from substance abuse to a life of joy, peace, and promise.  One of the things she has shared with me is that the turning point in her recovery came when she finally realized that she needed God’s help and that He was there just waiting to give it.  She writes these stirring words:

 “To me it is about getting out of self…being willing to turn my life to 

a greater power than myself.  I have always thought I had the power

and the control because I was the only one that could make the decision

for myself…The word ‘help’ was not in my vocabulary.  I thought I knew the answers

or at least how to get the answers, on my own…Now I [know] God is here

for me – all I have to do is ask!”


Isn’t that meaningful?  This is good news indeed.  We’re not expected to grow beyond our sin, become the persons God wants us to be, by ourselves alone.  God is here to help us.  God is ever willing to step forward and give us the strength, the encouragement, the power we need to overcome our less-than-holy selves if we will let Him.  Thanks be to God!

AT THIS ALTAR THIS MORNING


As you come to this altar this morning to receive this Sacrament, let this be an opportunity to grow.  Kneel at this altar, lay it out honestly before God, tell Him you’re ready to change, and then receive His power and grace to move forward a new and better person.  What awaits each of us who does this is a life of greater joy and peace!

