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Introduction





We want to welcome you to a journey that will impact the rest of your life! No matter where you’ve been or what you’ve gone through, Jesus loves you, and we love you. As you begin to explore this pathway to freedom, know that since you became a follower of Jesus, you have a new family, a new life, a new identity, new friends—you belong! With this new family, you are about to embark on an adventure into the deep things of God that will set you up for success in every area of your life.


The Pathway to Freedom series is meant to be a part of your quiet time with God every day, seven days a week, for the next twelve weeks. Go through this book honestly and prayerfully. Each day begins with a Scripture passage for you to meditate on throughout the day. Don’t ever skip reading the Bible passage at the top because it is the foundation for everything else you will learn. At the end of each lesson are action steps designed to help you hear God’s voice and apply to your life everything he’s teaching you.


At the end of each week, you will find several questions for you to discuss with your connect group. A connect group allows you to join together with other followers of Jesus your age who are as passionate about following Christ as you are. You can encourage each other and hold each other accountable by talking about what the Lord has shown you and praying for each other. Your connect group leader will help guide your weekly discussions as you learn what it means to be a true disciple of Jesus.


A follower is a disciple, a learner who can apply what they learn to reflect to the world more of what Jesus is like.




DEFINITION OF DISCIPLE: The lifelong pursuit of becoming more like Jesus by learning from him and experiencing his reality. 





He teaches us how to live…and we are going to learn a lot!


Each week, we will cover some important habits to adopt because we are in hot pursuit of knowing Jesus and becoming more like him. We are




	FOLLOWING,


	SEEKING,


	RENEWING,


	TRANSFORMING,


	CONNECTING, and


	ENGAGING.





We encourage you to spend quiet time with God each day using these steps:




	Start your day with at least fifteen minutes alone with Jesus.







	▷ What time will you meet with Jesus? _____________


	▷ Where will you meet with Jesus? ____________


	▷ Take a moment to pray and commit your decision to be with Jesus every day.







	Ask Jesus to guide you and speak to you to prepare you for the day.


	Read through the lesson and thoughtfully answer any questions.


	Reflect on what Jesus is speaking to your heart through the lesson and write it down.


	Read the daily Bible reading and ask the Lord what he wants to show you from that passage. Write it down.


	Then end your time in prayer, thanking Jesus for another day to live with him.





Let the adventure begin!





Trimester Five


The world is distracting itself into a spiritual oblivion. Jesus said in Mark 8:35–36, “What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?” (KJV). With the potential of any smartphone to tell us anything we want to know at any time, to show whatever we want to see, and to entertain us with the swipe of a finger, we do have the whole world in our pockets in a sense. So we spend all our time being amazed, distracted, entertained, and even educated, yet we feel emptier and more distant from the God who created us to be close to him.


Have our lives really gotten any better with all we have gained from the high-tech world we live in? Just when we start to ponder such a thought, we get another notification or think of the next series we want to binge-watch.


This trimester will help free you from the slavery of emptiness all around you. If you take the verses, action steps, and prayers seriously, you will experience moments of real life creeping back into your state of high-tech, unconscious existence. Even people who call themselves followers of Jesus are subject to being sucked into the vortex of media and culture.


Together we will take a journey as you go through each day’s entry so that you will live truly free in this world. You can be in the world but not of the world (Jesus’ prayer for his disciples in John 17:15–16) as God changes your perspective and frees you from being controlled or manipulated by those profiting from stealing your attention.







Note to Leaders


This trimester covers how to free yourself from the distractions of media—including social media, shows, movies, and video games—that constantly surround you. Throughout this book, you and your connect group will learn the ways media keeps us distracted and addicted. By learning Satan’s schemes and Jesus’ victory, we will discover how the power of Jesus frees us from Satan’s deceit, particularly through media, which companies use to fight for control of our minds and hearts. While media tries to shape our values and our lives, we can combat their influence by recognizing their underlying agendas and can limit our media consumption by intentionally choosing what we allow into our eyes and ears and focusing on what is real rather than the fake world in our phones.


You will learn how social media and video games, in particular, can lead to unhealthy, spiritually dead, isolated lifestyles. Instead of letting media consume you, Jesus can “consume” you. You can use the platform of media to shine the light of Jesus to a world that needs his hope by creating God-honoring content and pursuing the unique purpose God has for you. Enjoy the full, abundant life God created you for by putting down your devices and walking with the living God in all you do.


We recommend starting each trimester with an exercise to help kids in connect groups to commit to making an appointment with Jesus every day. These are times to pray, read the day’s lesson, and grow closer to Jesus. At your first meeting, ask the group members to close their eyes and think of a time they can plan to have their daily quiet times with Jesus. Have them consider the time they usually get up and what time they could get up (at least fifteen minutes earlier) to meet with Jesus. Ask them to visualize where they will sit the next morning during this quiet time. Where will they put their book and Bible? Will they get coffee, tea, or another beverage to wake them up? Then, in a silent prayer, have them make that commitment to spend time with Jesus the next morning.


When they open their eyes, have them take their book and, using the provided space in the introduction of this book, write their daily appointment time and place where they will meet with Jesus.


Now have each group member share when their daily appointment with Jesus will be.
















Week 1


The Power of Distraction














Day 1


Distracted by What?





The Lord said to her, “My dear Martha, you are worried and upset over all these details! There is only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has discovered it, and it will not be taken away from her.”


LUKE 10:41–42 NLT


Jesus and his disciples stopped by the home of some of his favorite people, Martha and Mary. The two sisters loved Jesus with all their hearts, but notice their very different responses to Jesus’ visit:


As Jesus and the disciples continued on their way to Jerusalem, they came to a certain village where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. Her sister, Mary, sat at the Lord’s feet, listening to what he taught. But Martha was distracted by the big dinner she was preparing. She came to Jesus and said, “Lord, doesn’t it seem unfair to you that my sister just sits here while I do all the work? Tell her to come and help me.”


But the Lord said to her, “My dear Martha, you are worried and upset over all these details! There is only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has discovered it, and it will not be taken away from her.” (Luke 10:38–42 NLT)


Imagine the creator of the universe sitting in your home, and the whole town is coming to see him. You are so excited that he is there, but you are thinking of all the things on the checklist that you need to do to make sure you are ready for so many guests in your home. God is literally in the same room with you, and you have found many other “important” things to do.


This is the reality of life today. God is literally as close as the next breath we take. He is waiting to show us things we cannot imagine. He longs to teach us things that would blow us away. He has ways of living that are countercultural and produce life if we would only listen and adopt them into our lifestyles.


Meanwhile, we cannot hear or perceive that he is right there waiting to share treasures with us because we have a thousand alerts per day pinging us on our various devices. We volley from one distraction to another. We are often so excited that we cannot even wait for the next notification, so we keep checking our feeds for any updates, likes, or comments before we even get an alert. Since we clearly feel that we need more distractions, we sign up for more social media platforms, follow more people, and get alerts with every update while joining email lists of our favorite stores, artists, or sports teams. We must know what all the influencers are up to, so we follow anyone we think will show us what a great life looks like and cannot wait for the advice they give to help make ours better.


Yet God is in the room just waiting—waiting for us to get so full of all the things we crave that we realize we are still empty. We look for life and validation from all the stimuli we have attached ourselves to while the giver of life quietly assumes a humble position near us, wanting to be invited into our daily lives. We have belittled our existence to live by the tyranny of the urgent and have neglected who is the most important.


We have all become Martha.


Action Steps


We have a culture of Marthas all around us, and maybe we are a Martha too. Everywhere you look, you see people staring at their screens, lost in a whole other world, completely distracted and oblivious to what’s happening around them. Maybe they are even oblivious to what’s happening inside them. How is all this distraction affecting our life with God? What does he want to say to us? Instead of considering these questions, we’re often too preoccupied with a movie, a text, or a video at our fingertips.


Write out the last few sentences of today’s passage, beginning with “But the Lord said to her.”











What was Mary doing differently from Martha in the story in Luke 10?











Have you ever sensed the Lord right there with you, but you ignored him because you were distracted by something else? Explain.











Whom would you say you were more like: Martha or Mary?





Jesus said that only “one thing” was worth being concerned about. What was it?











Ask the Lord what you’ve been too concerned about and write it here.














Now turn off your alerts, put your phone away, and take a moment to sit at Jesus’ feet. Don’t rush it. Give him this concern and ask him to exchange it for faith and trust in him. He cares about every detail of your life and wants you to rest in him and walk in his peace. He will speak to you specifically because you are his sheep and are able to hear his voice (John 10:27). Pray this verse until you are filled with peace.


Write out anything he tells you here.














Daily Bible reading: Proverbs 1


What did you learn today in your reading about how to live?





























Day 2


Continuous Partial Attention





Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight.


PROVERBS 3:5–6


It seems that humans have always found something to distract them from what is important, but something dramatically shifted in 2006 and 2007. When Twitter (now called X) launched and Facebook opened up to anyone with an email in 2006, no one could have imagined the impact these social platforms would have on the world and on personal relationships. Then, in 2007, Steve Jobs introduced the iPhone, and the revolution truly launched. All of a sudden, people had the ability to carry the entire world in their pockets and had access to distraction twenty-four seven. Just like we remember the 1440s for the invention of the Gutenberg printing press and its historic impact, so will 2006 and 2007 be known as a season of exponential, unpredictable impact.


Social media, the iPhone, and other technologies have brought so many contributions to our world. People can Uber anywhere, FaceTime for free across the world, or connect to countless friends. We have all enjoyed instant media or deliveries and mobile orders. Who doesn’t want to conveniently know what the weather is going to be today or next week, at home or anywhere in the world?


However, the unintended consequences of these advancements have also taken a toll on our families and relationships. Continuous partial attention, a term coined by researcher Linda Stone, refers to how many ways our attention is pulled at any given moment, making it nearly impossible to fully focus. In the digital age, this is the new norm. Here are some of the documented realities.


In Reviews.org’s 2023 survey, American adults reported that




	75 percent check their phones within five minutes of receiving a notification,


	75 percent use their phones while on the toilet,


	69 percent have texted someone who was in the same room as them,


	60 percent sleep with their phone at night,


	57 percent consider themselves addicted to their phones, and


	55 percent have never gone longer than twenty-four hours without their cell phones.1






According to an American company’s research that recent Flemish studies have confirmed, “Smartphone users touch, tap, or swipe their devices an average of 2,617 times a day.”2 Yet adults aren’t the only ones who struggle to stay away from their phones. Here are some statistics regarding teens and their phones:




	Teens average over eight-and-a-half hours of media each day, including all screen time except use for schoolwork.3



	Over half of teens in one study received 237 or more notifications each day on their smartphones.4



	Some kids check their notifications up to 498 times in twenty-four hours.5






Some young people interviewed about their phone usage described their lives as a series of impulses that pull them toward every single notification. With smartphones as constant companions, many feel they literally cannot put their phones down. Many young people look at their phones to alleviate negative emotions and find it especially hard to disengage from apps like TikTok.6


Beginning with looking at their phones first thing in the morning, they feel an all-day compulsion that is difficult to control, and if they can’t access their phones, it can feel like being deprived of oxygen. “[If the] first hit of dopamine that you get is from scrolling…your brain is gonna want to do that for the rest of the day. I feel like many of us have experienced the immobilization that comes with scrolling in the morning,”7 noted one TikTok user named Meredith.


Twenty-four-year-old Shelby said, “Our brain constantly thrives on dopamine hits. We’re always looking for the next little bit of recognition or excitement. If you wake up and the first thing that you reach for is your phone, your brain becomes reliant on the dopamine hits that you receive…through notifications, text messages [and] scrolling on TikTok.”8


While previous generations experienced boredom while growing up, it has become a dreaded state of mind for many of today’s youth. Those times when we are waiting in line with nothing to do can allow our minds to process, slow down, and decompress. Now those moments of waiting no longer exist. We have filled that space with distractions, and our attention is continuously divided.


Action Steps


What does continuous partial attention mean?











If you’re not giving your full attention to something, what happens?











Take a few minutes to memorize Proverbs 3:5–6 and write these verses out here.














If you pay attention to God in all your ways and do what he says, what does he promise to do?














Think of something you want God to help you with and pray this passage over it: Lord, I’m trusting you with all my heart concerning [name concern]. I will not lean on my own understanding, but in all my ways, I’ll submit to you in this situation because you promise to make my paths straight. Thank you, Lord, for what you’re about to do in my life. Help me give you my full attention. In Jesus’ name. Amen.


Daily Bible reading: Proverbs 2


What did you learn today in your reading about how to live?





























Day 3


We Are All Pavlov’s Dogs





Beware that no one distracts you or intimidates you in their attempt to lead you away from Christ’s fullness by pretending to be full of wisdom when they’re filled with endless arguments of human logic. For they operate with humanistic and clouded judgments based on the mindset of this world system, and not the anointed truths of the Anointed One.


COLOSSIANS 2:8 TPT


Have you ever known anyone who wanted to argue and argue about so many worldly issues that they made you feel anxious or distracted you from the joy of the Lord? That’s what Colossians 2:8 is warning us about. The Enemy is quite sneaky in his ways to distract us and get us thinking about anything else but God and God’s purpose for our lives. Satan conditions us to think about anything and everything except God. One of his best disguises comes through media.


Documentaries like The Social Dilemma and The A.I. Dilemma have included interviews with a number of high-tech industry leaders who were involved at the beginning of Facebook, Twitter, and Google. They share how, from the very start, they were writing social media algorithms specifically designed to keep people coming back and to addict them. They clearly proclaim that these were their goals:




	
Engagement: get people to stay on the site as long as possible.


	
Growth: get people to invite friends to keep spreading the web of engagement.


	
Advertisement: make as much money for advertisers as possible by keeping the users on the site for as long as possible and showing them ads based on their preferences.9






So how does this work, you ask? Once the algorithms learn your preferences, they can keep you on the site or platform longer and longer by feeding you what they know you want. Social media developers now admit that their mantra is “How can we use everything we know about persuading people and put it into technology?”10 They specifically program the algorithms to give you a fresh, unique-to-you feed every time you refresh the page. Refreshing turns into an unconscious habit. Like a dog that gets a treat every time it sits, we keep hoping that maybe something new will come up and give us another endorphin hit.


By using scientific A/B testing, creators developed the most optimal ways to get users to do what they want them to do. For example, when you are tagged in a photo, the platform sends you an email notification that someone tagged you, and instead of showing you in the email the photo you’re tagged in, you have to go back into the app or website to see who tagged you and who commented on it. Media developers program subliminal cues to take advantage of people without ever triggering the user’s awareness. They now admit they designed the programming to figure out how to psychologically manipulate you and then give you back a dopamine hit.


Having read this, you may now understand that social media of all forms is not simply a tool to help you stay connected to friends but is also a tool in the designers’ hands to psychologically manipulate you, seducing you to even more levels of engagement. We are all lab rats now. The inventors of this techno-induced drug-like euphoria freely admit that even they have gotten addicted to the endorphins, knowing all along what the technology was doing.11


Smartphones are a tool to program us to get a hit of dopamine not just when we scroll or look at a message but also when we anticipate the message. One researcher wrote, “Knowing that anticipation gets our dopamine flowing, businesses use this to get us to click on their ads or apps.”12 A couple of examples of this that he cited from news sites are headlines from the front page of CNN’s website: “Star Wars Stormtroopers: What’s Their Message?” “Affluenza Teen: The Damage He Caused,” and “Why Putin Praised Trump.” These are not based in fact but written as “teasers to get our anticipation juices flowing—to get us fired up, and our dopamine neurons firing, so that we will click the link to read the article. No wonder they call such attention grabbers ‘clickbait.’”13


Just like how catchy headlines can boost dopamine, notifications can have the same effect. Since we don’t want to miss any email or text or social media update, we think it is so convenient to get an alert. The alert itself gives us a hit of dopamine in anticipation before we even see what the update says. We have become like Pavlov’s dogs.


Ivan Pavlov was a Russian physiologist in the 1890s who discovered classical conditioning in his experiments with dogs. He found that he could condition dogs to salivate at the ringing of a bell if he sounded the bell as he presented the dogs with food. Eventually, the dogs even began to drool as soon as they saw the white coats of the lab assistants who were coming to feed them. He had conditioned a physiological response.14


And big tech has also conditioned us.


“This is where unpredictability comes in: each time we unexpectedly hear the bell, beep, or chirp, our brains fire off a shot of dopamine.…[And] intermittent reinforcement leads to the strongest, stickiest type of learning. By turning on our e-mail and text alerts in order to be more available and responsive, we have set ourselves up much like Pavlov’s dogs, which were trained to salivate in anticipation of receiving food when they heard him ring the bell.”15



Action Steps


What was your first reaction to learning that behind tech companies, real people are purposely trying to addict you to certain types of media?














How are you like Pavlov’s dogs with your social media?














Please carefully read Colossians 2:8. In light of this verse and what you have learned about the goals that big tech has for its users, what do you think is God’s warning to us?














In what ways have you been led astray from the truth of Scripture or anything the Lord has been doing in your life by something you saw on social media?














In whatever way the Enemy has tried to change your thinking, find a Bible verse about that subject and write out what God has to say about it.














Now spend a few minutes with the Lord, asking him to forgive you for being distracted or intimidated by “human logic” or this world’s system and asking him to continue to renew your mind in the truth of his ways.


Daily Bible reading: Proverbs 3


What did you learn today in your reading about how to live?





























Day 4


How the World Profits by Distracting Us





“Be still, and know that I am God.”


PSALM 46:10


As you continue in this trimester, you will discover more and more how people and companies are trying to profit from your distraction by—and maybe even addiction to—social media. The goal of this book is for you to see through their lies and agendas so you can stand firm in your faith and remain unwaveringly for the Lord in the midst of the culture.


Tristan Harris is a former Google design strategist who now exposes the motivations of so many of the high-tech platforms with his TED Talks, documentaries, and organization called the Center for Humane Technology. He describes that software programming is all about distraction and addiction because that is where the money is.16


And this distraction is doing more than entertaining us. It is shortening our attention spans. TikTok offers an endless supply of very short video clips designed to entertain those with short attention spans. Even news sites tell you how long it will take to read their articles, and the Associated Press and Reuters instruct their writers to keep stories to five hundred words or fewer. Motion picture companies, having realized the shorter attention spans of viewers, keep the average shot in a movie to under five seconds.17


Shorter attention spans can lead some people to multitask, creating a distracted mind. Even though the usefulness of multitasking has been debunked, doing multiple tasks at the same time is seen as normal.18


Our brains constantly desire novelty, social connection, and excitement, and all our devices enable those propensities. When you give in and check your phone when you are in the middle of another task, your brain has to stop what it was previously working on and shift gears. Thus, the overall speed and quality of your work suffer, and research says that the more you engage in switching tasks, the more your brain will wander to look for something new.19


Researchers noted that in the beginning of the 2000s, focused attention on tasks on an electronic device was about two-and-a-half minutes, but recent repeats of that experiment showed that the average has dropped to about forty-seven seconds.20 Some research has suggested that simply having your phone in the room with you can make it harder to focus as the buzz of a single notification can ruin concentration.21


The current reality is that all the various social media platforms, along with search platforms and marketing tactics asking you to subscribe or follow, are all warring for our attention. Every minute they can keep us on their platform, scrolling their user-provided stories or entertainment, means profit for them. We think media use is free when for no sign-up fees, we can stay connected to our friends and the world. However, as we have learned, algorithms gather information about us, our preferences, how long we stare at every image, and which links we click on, and companies then sell our information to advertisers that offer products or services that align with our preferences.22


We are selling our attention to them.


We are the product being sold every time we get online.



Action Steps


Distraction clearly robs us of the ability to be present with others, ourselves, and the Lord, and as a result, it robs us of our souls. Perhaps it’s time for a digital detox.


How are people profiting from your attention online?

















How much do you think your attention is worth?

















What do you think that God thinks your attention is worth?

















Do you keep your phone with you when you are having your quiet time with Jesus?





How does your device affect you and the quality of your focus on the Lord and his Word?














Take a moment to memorize and write out Psalm 46:10.














Spend some time now to practice what this verse says. Be still with God and without your phone. Ask him to give you a picture of what he thinks of you and write down here what he tells you.














Remember, in John 10:27, Jesus said that his sheep hear his voice and follow him. He has given you an imagination for his purposes. The world wants to claim your identity, but God knows who you really are. He knows you the most intimately because he made you. He wants you to know who you are and what he thinks of you. If you’re not sure if you are hearing God’s voice, then judge what you’ve heard with this test: Do his words give you peace in your heart? Proverbs 3:17 says that all his paths are peace. Does what you hear encourage you or give you fear? Second Timothy 1:7 says that God has not given you a spirit of fear but a spirit of power, love, and a sound mind.


Be encouraged today. If you don’t think you’ve heard from the Lord, keep seeking him. It may be that he has spoken to you, but you haven’t recognized his voice yet. Most of how he speaks to us is through his Word. But one thing you can know for sure—how much the Father loves you and wants you to know you are his very own.


Daily Bible reading: Proverbs 4


What did you learn today in your reading about how to live?





























Day 5


Who Is Watching You?





In him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created through him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.


COLOSSIANS 1:16–17


We all know that the Lord is omnipresent (all-present) and sees all our actions and motives. While the internet is not omnipotent (all-powerful) like God, its technology comes very close to knowing our every online action and predicting what we will do next.


From the moment we engage any tech device, the device tracks and stores all that we do (even sometimes in private mode). Every Google search we make, every online conversation we have, all our Zoom calls, emails, chats online, and scrolling are all tracked. In fact, while we scroll casually, our actions online become part of “big data”—enormous volumes of information that businesses and organizations collect and analyze. Big data includes exactly how long we look at any given picture, ad, or video and analyzes it to know what we like to watch or what we think we need. Businesses use that information to supply what ads will come into our feeds the next time we are online or even within the next few minutes.


By capturing what we do down to the second, advertisers can target those online users who show interest in the product or service they provide. When we see those four thousand to ten thousand ads per day, they are not random.23 By analyzing our preferences and how long we look and show interest in something, advertisers know more about our desires than we ourselves know. Thus, ads are aimed not at the prefrontal cortex, where we know what we want, but at the amygdala, which is more likely to trigger a subconscious, emotional response.24


Technology allows businesses to “watch” what we do, and by showing us certain ads, they can manipulate us to want things, buy things, think things, and even vote certain ways. We might wonder why we feel compelled to dress a certain way, act a certain way, or talk a certain way. Wonder no more.


In a very real way, high-tech surveillance can control what you look at and then buy, but it tells you that you are free. Galatians 5:1 says, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” Jesus set you free from all yokes of slavery to the world’s ways and to sin. A yoke is the bar across the shoulders of a team of oxen or draft horses that connects them together so they can carry a load. When we are “yoked” to something or someone, we become enslaved to them—forced to go where they go and do what they do whether we want to or not.


But Galatians 5:1 says that we were created to be free, not slaves. It’s our choice. “Do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (emphasis added). We either allow ourselves to be yoked to the world, to its ways, and to sin, or we stand firm in God’s ways and don’t allow it.


Just because big data keeps tabs on every move we make doesn’t mean we have to get sucked into its vortex. We are free in Christ, and we have the power to resist any direction the world wants to take us when we continue to renew our minds and hearts with the Word and ways of God. He is omnipotent (all-powerful), omniscient (all-knowing), omnipresent (present in all places at all times), and so much greater than big tech ever could be. And we belong to him, not to big tech!



Action Steps


Write out Colossians 1:16 in your own words.














How does what this verse says about God compare with what you have just learned about the internet, algorithms, and big data?














In what ways has social media enslaved you or provoked you into doing something you didn’t want to do?














In Matthew 11:28–30, Jesus told us, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”


If you’ve been burdened by a worldly yoke of some kind, Jesus asks you to come to him, and he will take that yoke off your neck. When we are yoked to him, he treats us with gentleness and kindness. He is humble of heart, not like the yokes we wear from the world, such as performance, perfection, or comparison.


Take a moment right now to pray. Ask Jesus to remove the weariness and burdens of any yokes the world has put on your back. Let him replace them with his light yoke, and you will find true rest for your soul. Ask him what he wants to give you in exchange for the yoke you’ve been wearing and write it down.














Daily Bible reading: Proverbs 5


What did you learn today in your reading about how to live?





























Day 6


The Impact of Addiction





“I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves. Be on your guard.”


MATTHEW 10:16–17


You may wonder why evaluating your screen time and media choices is so important. You may think, I’m not on my phone nearly as much as my friend. Or, I don’t watch anything that’s that bad. But the addictive nature of modern technology can ensnare anyone. And media addiction has harmful and long-lasting effects.


Stockholm Syndrome


Back in 1973, in Stockholm, Sweden, a very strange phenomenon happened following a bank robbery. A six-day standoff with the police occurred, but the bank employees whom the robbers held captive during this time responded in an unusual way. Somehow, the bank robbers had brainwashed the captives so powerfully that the hostages would not testify against their captors in court and even raised funds to help pay their attorney fees. This is now known as Stockholm syndrome.25


You might say many experience Stockholm syndrome for the media, social media, or influencers they follow. They are proud of the fact that they are falling in line and doing whatever their chosen influencers are telling them to do. They take selfies and are proud to defend those who have taken them captive. Many who have been taken captive not only thank their captors but pay them for it with money or their attention. The problem is that most who experience Stockholm syndrome will never admit it.



More Screen Time Equals More Depression


While we supposedly amuse ourselves online, plenty of studies show that the more frequently a screen is used, the more likely the user will have depression. One study demonstrated that females excessively using the internet had an increased risk of depression whereas males with high levels of internet use had a higher risk for self-harm.26


Another study analyzed eighteen different research projects and showed that screen time, along with the sedentary lifestyle it produces, is likely to increase the risk of depression. The researchers concluded, “Our findings support the recommendations to limit the prolonged use of electronic devices.”27


The good news is that if you have experienced depression or thoughts of self-harm due to screen time, you can do something about it. Put down your phone, turn off your computer, go outside, and move around in the fresh air for an hour or two a day. You may start seeing immediate changes!


Too Much Information


In his book Amusing Ourselves to Death, Neil Postman described the overwhelming amount of information the average person takes in each day.28 Back before the media was widespread, any information you received had to do with an urgent situation in the town you lived in, a situation you could go to and perhaps help remedy. Today, we are drowning in information overload concerning such issues as mass starvation or wars all over the world, and we don’t know what to do with it. This causes ongoing stress and anxiety that can make us feel helpless.


Mind Virus


The idea of a mind virus has been written about in a number of books and articles. The term itself, also referred to as a social contagion, is used to describe “the subtle and sometimes unwitting spread of emotions or behaviors from one individual to others.”29 It could come through the news or social media, but it is repeated over and over until it has the sense that it must be real since everyone is talking about it.


In general, the term is used to describe an idea or belief that is harmful or destructive in some way, much like a biological virus can be harmful to the body. These beliefs may be small and incremental or bold and grievous. How could anyone possibly defend the cruel and unthinkable actions of Hamas toward the Jewish people in 2023? Yet there were hundreds of protests worldwide with hundreds of thousands of people defending their actions.


The most harmful thing about a mind virus is that people who have one often do not realize it and cannot account for the paradox of common sense in their belief system. However, you can avoid getting a mind virus by carefully screening which thoughts you allow into your mind.


Protected from Harm


These are just a few of the ways that too much social media can impact or addict us.


Imagine what happens when a bunch of wolves get around a flock of sheep. Not a pretty picture. The world is like a pack of wolves. It’s not playing. It wants to devour us with its lies, captivity, depression, information overload, and mind viruses.


But Jesus isn’t worried. He said in Matthew 10:16 to be on our guard. He sends us out into this world like sheep among wolves. He said for us to be as “shrewd as snakes” and as “innocent as doves.” We have to be on our guard and aware of the Enemy’s schemes. But we have the King of kings on our side. With Jesus, we can be wiser than our culture and see through the tricks of the Enemy. We can keep our hearts and minds innocent and guard our eyes from seeing things on the internet that we were never meant to see. When we stay close to Jesus, our Good Shepherd, every day, he will protect us from the wolves of the world.



Action Steps


How have Stockholm syndrome, depression, information overload, or mind viruses affected you?














Why do you think that Jesus would send his beloved sheep out among wolves?














Jesus said in John 10:11, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” We were never promised an easy life. But when we’re in the Good Shepherd’s care, he protects us from the wolves of the world. He wants us to come to him with every need, every struggle, every pain. We are truly helpless in this world without him.


Take a moment to think of your biggest concern and write it here.














Now bring it to him and lay it down in prayer at his feet. Trust him to help you, just like a good shepherd would care for every need of their sheep.


Daily Bible reading: Proverbs 6


What did you learn today in your reading about how to live?





























Day 7


Are You Addicted?





Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and


with all your soul and with all your mind.’”


MATTHEW 22:37


One thing all the trimesters in the Pathway to Freedom series have in common is that they teach us how to love the Lord with everything in us—our heart, our soul, and our mind. Because social media has become such a huge part of our culture, a lot of people, young and old, don’t realize how it’s affecting their hearts, souls, and minds. And even more importantly, they don’t realize how it’s affecting their life with God.


It is our desire to pull the veil off and help you to see clearly what things are controlling you, enslaving you, and influencing you so that you can regain control of your own life. Only then can you really, truly love the Lord your God with every ounce of your being and become wiser than the rest of the world that is addicted to technology and being sucked into its vortex.


One writer defined addiction as “the relentless pull to a substance or activity that becomes so compulsive, it interferes with everyday life.”30 If you don’t think you are addicted to your phone, just turn it off for twenty-four hours and see how you feel.


How do you know if you have a social media addiction?


Medical professionals measure addiction using the signs of addiction outlined in the following list, which has been modified to address social media specifically. Anyone with two or fewer symptoms is classified as a mild case or as not addicted. If someone displays six or more signs, doctors may classify them as having a use disorder.31 Which of the following describe you?




	
Using more social media usage than you intend


	Frequently desiring to check social media


	Experiencing relational problems because of social media


	Finding it difficult to function, study, or complete tasks because of social media use


	Cutting back on activities you enjoy because of social media


	Experiencing discomfort when you’re not on social media


	Trying unsuccessfully to limit social media usage


	Experiencing a decline in physical or mental health due to social media


	Continuing to use social media despite how it negatively impacts your life


	Using social media in dangerous or unadvisable situations like while you’re driving or working


	Socializing less in the real world because of social media


	Needing more social media to get the same amount of enjoyment from social media32






If you have taken the checklist to heart and found you are not addicted, congratulations! You can still take steps to prevent the addiction in the future. Also, if you have too many signs of addiction, here are some tips to start to cut back:




	Delete your social media apps from your smartphone.


	Turn off your personal phone during school, work, meals, recreational activities, and other important daily activities.


	Turn off certain notifications for social media apps.


	Dedicate a limited amount of time for social media per day.


	Turn on a timer when you’re on social media to stay accountable to the limit you have set.


	Don’t bring your devices into your bedroom.


	Start a new hobby like sports, art, or music lessons.


	Visit friends and family in person whenever possible.


	Regularly stop using all social media for set lengths of time.33







Action Steps


Choose one or two ways you can cut back on your social media use this week. Write down the ones you have chosen to practice.

















Most people don’t really keep track of their screen time, so they’re not aware of how much time they spend absorbing entertainment and information. We will be doing media audits throughout this trimester so you can see your progress and determine how you’re spending your time from week to week.
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