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Addictions – practical biblical insights  
BHC Men’s Convention 2015 

 
God’s word is full of practical wisdom for battling addictions. It points us towards what we need to think and do. Through it, God reveals the 
deeper nature of the battle and the ultimate solutions that a believer can expect to benefit from.  

This session will explore some of the essential biblical perspectives on overcoming addictive substances and experiences.  
(Speaker’s notes – not a manuscript or transcript) 

- What addictions are you seeing in the church?  
o Commonly seeing alcohol, food, sex, pornography, money/materialism – a sense of irresistible 

attraction to and repeated indulgence in a substance or experience that provides pleasure – all these 
are big problems in the contemporary church 
 Typically the experience is at illicit – at least in part – drunkenness, gluttony, sexual immorality, 

greed/trust in money - ‘sin’ 
 Doesn’t need to be a substance to have an addiction – the experience of pleasure is a ‘final 

common pathway’ however stimulated 
 

- Scripture is clear that addictive sins are attractive 
o Prov 23:31 ‘Do not look at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup and goes down smoothly’ 
o Prov 9:17 ‘Stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.’ 
o Prov 7:16-18 (sexual immorality)  ‘I have spread my couch with coverings, colored linens from Egyptian 

linen; I have perfumed my bed with myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon. Come, let us take our fill of love till 
morning; let us delight ourselves with love.’ 

 
- Focus today on scriptural insights into pornography – one of the most common of addictions in the church and 

as a group of men, we are the most likely offenders –  
o many of the insights applicable to other addictions – selective, not an exhaustive list, and not even all of 

the most important biblical insights – like forming a plan against the addiction - we all know about not 
wandering around where there is temptation (like the foolish young man in Proverbs who just happens 
to be on the street where the adulterous woman is looking for a man – keeping well clear of such a 
woman is advised in Scripture) – likewise, when the woman is on a screen, computer access is 
important; blocking and monitoring software is of some help –  we won’t have time to look at details 
like this 
 

- Addictive sins are attractive.  What is attractive about pornography? (ask) 
o Pleasurable 
o Secret (from others we think, from God we forget) 
o Easy, accessible, quick (cf pursuing a real relationship with love and care) 
o Can seem uncomplicated (no risk of being hurt by a real person) 
o Can seem to hurt no-one (cf Prov 7:19 ‘my husband is not at home’ ‘he is on a long journey’) 
o Can seem like it isn’t really that bad 
o Sexual interest and desire feels compelling 
o Seems to fulfil what is assumed to be a need for sex (filling a gap until married) 
o Can seem futile to resist – ‘I’ve tried to stop before and I always fail’   ‘I’ll sin until I die, so I might as well 

give in.’ 
o Can function like an escape or relief from other problems (not always primarily about sex – 

disappointment, boredom, frustration, hopelessness, stress) 
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- So what does practical help does God offer to us in Scripture? 

o The truth  
 About the half-truths and lies we believe (it is foolish to believe that the attractions present the 

full picture) – God’s word is true 
 About who we are and what we need (is sexual desire irresistable? Is a full life possible without 

sex?) – God’s word ‘discerns the thoughts and intentions of our hearts’  
 About what he has done and is doing in our lives as his sons (we know the slavery of sin, but is 

that the reality for us now or next year?) – God’s word is the word of life to us 
 

o And his word is living and active – as the Spirit works with the word, we are changed 
 

- Of course, he gives us more than his word – to be clear that in focussing on Scripture today, I’m not saying that 
that is all we need,  as well as his word we have all the other blessings of being in Christ 

o we have his Spirit,  
o we have each other – to spur us on to love and good deeds and keep us from the deceitfulness of sin 
o freedom from guilt 
o a new heart that is able to walk in God’s ways 
o hope and encouragement from our ultimate destination  

- But while it is not the Bible alone that solves the addiction problem – the Scriptures are essential and powerful 
(as they say themselves, and as faithful men have found over the centuries – Ryle  ‘. . . the Bible has worked moral 
miracles by thousands. It has made drunkards become sober, unchaste people become pure, - thieves become honest, - violent-
tempered people become meek.  It has wholly altered the course of men’s lives. It has caused old things to pass away and made their 

ways new. It has taught worldly people to seek first the kingdom of God. It has taught lovers of pleasure to become lovers of God. It has 
taught the stream of men’s affections to run upwards instead of running downwards. It has made men think of heaven, instead of always 
thinking of earth, and live by faith, instead of living by sight. All this it has done in every part of the world.  All this it is doing still.’ 
(Practical Religion 80-81, 1878). 

 
Now for some some practical biblical insights –  I will often say ‘you’ to make it personal as Scripture does – but I include 
myself as one who God is also speaking to .     
Pleasure – it feels good 

- Undeniable and Scripture affirms it 
- BUT the counterbalance is the damage that sexual immorality causes 

Pr 9:13-18 13 The woman Folly is loud; she is seductive and knows nothing. 14 She sits at the door of her house; she takes a seat on the 
highest places of the town, 15 calling to those who pass by, who are going straight on their way, 16 “Whoever is simple, let him turn in here!” 
And to him who lacks sense she says, 17 “Stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.” 18 But he does not know that the dead 
are there, that her guests are in the depths of Sheol. ESV 

 -    the reality here is that what looks good is deadly, the image is vivid – can you picture it? 
 Ed Welch captures the scene when he calls is a ‘banquet in the grave’ 

o Secret sexual sin like pornography is for the simple minded who lack sense– it is foolish  
o You could picture the attractive images as emaciated bodies, decomposing corpses – dead while still 

living 
o If you could see it for what it is you would run a mile not pursue it at all costs 

Proverbs 7:21–23 (ESV)  21 With much seductive speech she persuades him; with her smooth talk she compels him. 22 All at 
once he follows her, as an ox goes to the slaughter, or as a stag is caught fast 23 till an arrow pierces its liver; as a bird rushes into a 
snare;    he  does   not    know    that   it  will   cost   him   his   life.  

o Increasingly, men are losing their marriages over pornography, pastors are losing their ministries,  
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o and even more seriously, ultimately, Paul warns that the sexually immoral will not inherit the kingdom 
of God  

 
‘It’s not really that bad’   

- Really?  You won’t defeat sin if you redefine it as acceptable. Do you actually follow Jesus Christ?  ‘Everyone 
who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart.’ 

o The porn addict hides form this 
o The porn addict may deny it, but the wives I speak to get it 

- Really? You once would have said it was wrong. At what point will you stop?  
o What once interested you now bores you. On one level, you didn’t choose that, it just took more to 

maintain the pleasure.  
o Where will it end?  You risk becoming like the drunkard of Proverbs, who loses more and more control 

of his life, until even broken bones can’t stop him. Or you could be like King David, who sees a woman 
and takes her for sex, and ends up murdering one of his trusted soldiers. 
 Marriage, kids, job, reputation, possibly even breaking the law with a sex offence 

- Do you really believe it’s not that bad, why don’t you tell your mum or your wife, your sister or your son? 
o It’s not just that it is about sex (which is private) acknowledge the fact of an active and satisfying sexual 

life with our wives (without details – as is appropriate) – but the fact of using pornography remains 
secret 

- This is one of those sins that Paul says in Galatians 5 are ‘obvious.’ It is, as he says, ‘just like’ the sins in his long 
list of the works of the flesh , 

o and you know it when you try to rediscover your conscience or consider telling others about it 
 

       The pragmatic test . . .  
- You think ‘No one is getting hurt’ but  reality tells you otherwise if you take your eyes off your own pleasure for 

a moment 
o Many women are getting hurt (the involuntary sex slave trade, the shame for some women who have 

sold images of themselves, the degradation of all involved, the dehumanisation of the whole industry 
that makes sex and sexual images a commodity rather than the height of love between a man and a 
woman, so mysterious that it says something about the love Jesus has for his church)  
 Use of pornography contributes to harming others – hardly right for a follower of Jesus  
 And in any case, is ‘I’m not hurting anyone’ the Christian ethic? – isn’t love the measure of our 

actions.  
 
 ‘Secret – nobody will know’ 

- Secret sin is nothing new – sins behind closed doors, shameful deeds at night in the dark are found through 
Proverbs and the New Testament 

- But people often do find out  
o Poorly covered tracks – a window not closed, history left in some app, a password that has to be shared 
o Monitoring of activities by others 
o A confession when a marriage is on the edge 
o And even if they don’t  

- And God always sees –  
o and he says he will not be mocked – a man will reap what he sows 
o Prov 5:21 ‘For a man’s ways are before the eyes of the Lord, and he ponders all his paths. The iniquities 

of the wicked ensnare him, and he is held fast in the cords of his sin’ 
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o ‘be sure your sin will find you out’ (Num 32:23) – a this life warning as well as the next 
- And even secrecy will be exposed -  everything will be revealed – the deed done in darkness will be revealed for 

all to see 
o The cover up is only temporary 
o 1 Timothy 5:24 (ESV) 24 The sins of some people are conspicuous, going before them to judgment, but the sins of 

others appear later.  
o Secrecy is a delusion 

- Ironically, the cover-up harms us – it  blocks us from those who could help us – good relationships with our 
brothers in the Lord 

o the addict loves their sin, but sometimes hates it – secrecy is a barrier to help 
o by yourself you will tend to be deceived and stuck in your sin – we all need up to daily, honest, loving, 

and truthful interactions  
 Hebrews 3:12–14 (ESV) 12 Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, 

leading you to fall away from the living God. 13 But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called 
“today,” that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 14 For we have come to share in 

Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the end.  
 These interactions for all believers have to be meaningful contact where we struggle  
 you have to involve others in the solution – and do so – bring what is hidden into the light, 

confess your sins to a brother as well as to the Lord 
 And don’t make your ‘accountability’ just about your addiction – make it a relationship where 

you share your lives, read the Bible, and pray together about your whole life – in part, it is the 
attraction of a real life of love that will pull you away from the attractions of porn 

o Secrecy is a problem for you right now – even where it seems successful - as well as a delusion (27 min) 
 
Scripture reveals that it’s about much more than just the addiction - let me unpack this a little 
Secrecy is darkness – and darkness is the domain of the evil one 

- you are living a life of deception – of lies – following the father of lies (you cover up what you do, you deny it, 
you pretend you don’t do it, hide from the truth – all lies – not just occasional words, but your whole pattern of 
life is one of hypocrisy) 

- There is a battle here for your heart – will you live in darkness or light? Whose kingdom do you belong to?  
- It’s not just sex – what we do with sex points to something much bigger 

Ephesians 5:3–14 (ESV)   3 But sexual immorality and all impurity or covetousness must not even be named among you, as is 
proper among saints. 4 Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of place, but instead let 
there be thanksgiving. 5 For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is covetous 
(that is, an idolater), has no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God. 6 Let no one deceive you with empty words, for 
because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience. 7 Therefore do not become partners with 
them; 8 for at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light 9 (for the fruit of light 
is found in all that is good and right and true), 10 and try to discern what is pleasing to the Lord. 11 Take no part in the 
unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them. 12 For it is shameful even to speak of the things that they do in 
secret. 13 But when anything is exposed by the light, it becomes visible, 14 for anything that becomes visible is light. 
Therefore it says, “Awake, O sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.”  

- Getting this right is important – the ordinariness of pornography and a pornified culture makes the lie of ‘it’s not 
that bad’ almost believable 

o It is ordinary for darkness, but incompatible with the kingdom of light 
- Secret sexual sin is the battleground that demonstrates which kingdom you belong to – you show which 

kingdom you are serving, and which one you will inherit 
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o Reread v5   - the power of these words needs to work, not be softened – there is a clear warning about 
persistent sexual immorality and impurity (32 min) 

 
‘It’s futile to resist’ 

- There can be a palpable compulsion, physical anticipation, a sense of inevitability 
- Yes, sin is slavery – it feels compelling John 8:34 ‘Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly I say to you, everyone who 

commits sin is a slave to sin.’ 
- Yes, sexual desire is powerful –  Song of Solomon ‘do not awaken love until it so desires’  Paul: ‘better to marry 

than to burn with passion’ 
- BUT if we are in Christ, we have been set free from the slavery of sin   

o Rom 6:1-22 – (paraphrased) we were once slaves to sin and sin ruled over us,  but now slaves of 
righteousness, slaves of God – the inevitable path that Paul describes is growth in sanctification, not 
inevitable sinful addiction 

o Col 3 – Paul  basically says - the old man is dead, put to death the old man (if we are in Christ, we are 
working from a position of strength, not failure) 
 So, we can expect to increasingly put to death the deeds of the old man 

We have more going for us than the Old Testament people did 
o 1 Corinthians 10:8 (ESV) 8 We must not indulge in sexual immorality as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand 

fell in a single day.                 1 Corinthians 10:13 (ESV) 13 No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. 
God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide 

the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it.  
 Rather than believe we can’t help ourselves and give in, it would be better to acknowledge that 

we don’t always want the way of escape, that we don’t want to endure temptation – the 
unpalatable truth is that love of a sinful addiction like pornography can be stronger than love 
for our Lord. Better to recognise that and repent of our idolatry than deny that God will help us 
if we want 

 We can look to some miraculous external way out (and God does that sometimes) – but most of 
the time it is a matter of enduring the attraction of sin 

 A large part of the escape is the new ability he gives to his sons and daughters to choose the 
Lord over the pleasures of sin – new hearts that are able to walk in his ways – but there are 
choices to make that require the grace of great spiritual strength and endurance 
 

- We can expect that the ‘desires of youth’ have less of a hold as we become more mature in true manhood 
(there are desires of youth that Paul spoke to Timothy about that must trouble a mature man less – for what 
reason we can guess) 

- Sex is not an absolute need for any individual  
o Jesus’ own life makes that clear – lived through his teens, twenties, and early thirties as a single and 

celibate man – who honoured his Father in his outward actions, and in his thought life 
o As you become more like Christ (the trajectory of every believer) you can live without sex 

 It is not an necessary component of being truly human 
 

- If you think failure is guaranteed by your need for sex you will fail. If you think you are still a slave to an 
addictive pattern of sin, you will fail 

o If you know that becoming more and more like Jesus is guaranteed you will increasingly be more like 
him  
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The fear of the Lord 
- A major theme of Scripture – the way of wisdom and the foundation of a good life 

o It is about holding God in reverence and awe, with great respect – about listening to him, believing, 
trusting, obeying, loving, and worshipping him 
 Part of it is to not treat sin lightly, to disregard what is pleasing to our Lord 

o Sometimes lost as we domesticate God and try to make him seem palatable – like a good mate,  
o we tone down our readings of Scripture in church (or stop them completely) so that no-one is disturbed 

(read Jesus and see how shocking he is to the image of God that many have)  
- Our God is a consuming fire (we sing songs about the fire of God while addictive sexual sin is all around – hard 

to comprehend) – so says the New Testament to the church (Hebrews 12) ‘if they did not escape when they 
refused him who warned them on earth, how much less will we escape if we reject him who warns from 
heaven’ 

o NT – Ananias and Sapphira 
o 1 Cor 10-11 – some of you have fallen asleep 
o 1 Corinthians 6:9–11 (ESV)   9 Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not 

be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, 10 
nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 11 And such 
were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus 
Christ and by the Spirit of our God.  

- There are multiple warnings about being self-deceived about being in Christ 
o Faith without works is dead 
o Many will say to ‘Lord, Lord didn’t we cast out demons in your name’ ‘Depart from me, I never knew 

you.’ 
o If we fear the Lord we will take his warnings to us seriously, rather than choose to believe what we want 
o if we walk in darkness it is foolish to assume that we are safe in the light of Christ – the assumption itself 

shows a disregard for the multiple warnings God has given us through so many of his apostles and 
prophets and the one we claim to follow, Jesus Christ, God’s son  
 

Can strong words fit with compassionate help for the addict?   Of course. Such truth can be spoken in love – in the 
right way, at the right time, in the right spirit, with real concern, without self-righteousness 

- Galatians 6:1 (ESV) 1 Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in 
a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted.  

- Restore gently 
o Not harshly, not with condemnation, not proudly, but with humility and consideration, speaking truth 

constructively and with grace 
- Keep watch on yourself 

o Means you know that you are vulnerable to temptation  
 You are like your brother, but not caught in the same sin right now – so you are able to help him 
 You know what it is to still battle with temptation – so you will be compassionate towards him  

 
So what else does God say in Scripture to the addict? 
Believe and trust God – turn from the lies you tell yourself and those that others tell you 

- Believe that he knows better than you what is good for you and others 
- Believe that he knows better than you what will harm you and others 
- Believe that he loves all his children and welcomes them  

o He pours out his grace on us as we  repent of our love of sin – even when we have been divided in our 
loyalties between him and our pleasures 
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o Past failures, present struggles, and future falls don’t stop his love – ‘If we confess our sins, he is faithful 
and just to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’ 

 
What is my biggest message to the addict? – whether porn, food, alcohol, sex, money, stuff . . .  
If you turn from your addiction, you will find that what the Lord offers you is far better – may not be instantaneous, 
may take longer and seem harder at the start, but will ultimately be satisfying and lasting 

- You have been trying to find satisfaction or escape by dining with the dead – grabbing what scraps of pleasure 
you can find on the rubbish dump – it isn’t really working, it won’t work, and you will lose everything – you are 
living in the darkness and will get lost in it 

- But the Lord offers you wine and rich food that satisfies – you can’t buy it, you can’t earn it, but neither can you 
get it while you remain committed to your addiction.   

o As an addict you are double booked – there are two feasts on offer – one with the dead and one with 
the living Lord 

 
Isaiah 55:1–3 (ESV)  
1 “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat!  
Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.  
2 Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy? Listen 
diligently to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food.  
3 Incline your ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul may live; and I will make with you an everlasting covenant, my  
steadfast, sure love for David.  

The addict needs to hear, over and over,  ‘Listen carefully to the Lord – he is speaking truthfully to you – he tells you the 
truth about your own efforts at satisfaction and offers you mercy and something far better than you will find in your 
addiction.’ 

Prayer 
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Ed Welch, Addictions: A Banquet in the Grave (P&R, 2001) 
Ed Welch, Just One More: when desires don’t take no for an answer (P&R, 2002) 
Ed Welch, Side by Side (Crossway, 2015).  also speaking in Melbourne, Wed July 29, 2015 www.sidebyside.church 
Harvest USA  www.harvestusa.org    
J. Alasdair Groves, Exposing the Lies of Pornography and Counseling the Men Who Believe Them (Journal of Biblical 
Counselling 27:1, 2013) 
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