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INTRODUCTION


Changed lives validated Jesus’ ministry when He walked the earth two thousand years ago. He healed the sick, cast out demons, forgave the unforgivable, and freed those in bondage to sin. When disciples of John the Baptist wanted to know if Jesus was the “Expected One,” Jesus pointed to changed lives as proof of His calling. He said:




Go and report to John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have the gospel preached to them. And blessed is he who keeps from stumbling over Me.1





Nothing has changed. Jesus continues to radically change lives just as He did two thousand years ago. Today His life-changing power regularly transforms hopeless addicts into sober role models, angry spouses into joyous individuals, thieves into philanthropists, sinners into saints, and religious hypocrites into people of love and integrity. His gracious mercy is limited only by one thing: our hearts and minds.


Jesus wants us to be free. Free to perform His will unhindered in a world of competing values. Free from fears, free from thoughts that distract us from His purpose, free from a lifestyle that has no meaning, free from addictions and habits which hold us prisoner, and, most important, free from sins that separate us from Him.


Christ’s freedom is rarely experienced today. Twenty-first-century Christianity has unfortunately blended the “American dream” with the directives of Jesus and effectively muted out the life-changing freedom that Christ would have us enjoy. American-dream Christianity allows us to claim a relationship with Christ and rarely give a second thought to God’s designed purpose for our lives. We seek comfort and ease and assume that this is God’s will for us.


The freedom that Jesus offers is available to all but comes at a cost: our lives. Jesus says we must lose our life to find it.2 To experience Christ’s freedom we must voluntarily become His servant. We must willingly seek His purpose for our lives and discard any personal goals and ambitions that compete with His. It is the surrendered life that brings freedom.


Twelve Step Christianity is designed to help you lose your life so you may find it, through a biblical application of Alcoholics Anonymous’s Twelve Steps. These Steps, when applied from a Christian perspective, are dynamic tools that enable individuals to experience Christ in a new, powerful, and life-changing way. They effectively guide us into a “surrendered” lifestyle that provides the healing and freedom that God has designed for us.


The Steps’ effectiveness has nothing to do with AA’s program but with Christ’s commandments. Jesus advocated the core spiritual disciplines of repentance, self-examination, confession, restitution, prayer, and witnessing long before AA existed, yet these disciplines are frequently ignored within the lives of Christians.


It would be an unfortunate mistake to assume this book is exclusively for addicts or individuals with major life problems. It certainly will assist addicts or anyone struggling with self-defeating or destructive behaviors. But this book’s message is targeted for any Christian who desires an intimate relationship with Christ. Why? Because the Christian practices outlined by the Steps are desperately needed in believers’ lives today. Contemporary Christians need to make their faith genuine. They need a sense of purpose other then simply existing. They need to experience Christ’s love and power in their day-to-day lives. They need to demonstrate Christ’s character as a testimony of God’s reality to others. The biblical principles outlined in these Steps enable us to do that and more.










1. Luke 7:18–23


2. Matt. 10:39








CHAPTER ONE


ARE THE STEPS JUST FOR ADDICTS?


Not all church buildings are alike. My first church met in a small, run-down movie theater in rural Minnesota. The faithful dutifully swept away piles of spilled popcorn and empty cups every Sunday morning. Floors coated with sticky soda pop routinely caused our feet to squeak as we prepared for the morning service.


This picture of church might not fit for some folks, but as a new Christian I was thrilled to be a part of it. My only expectation of church was a place where I could commune with God, experience Him in a real and powerful way. Stained-glass windows, oak pews, and a vaulted ceiling weren’t important; cleaning a sticky mess wasn’t a big deal; growing in a relationship with Christ was all that mattered.


Besides, I had nothing to compare it to. Church attendance was never on my list of things to do while growing up in New York City. As a nonreligious Jew I had no interest in synagogue or God, let alone church and Jesus Christ.


One Sunday morning I noticed Ron, a church leader, laughing uncontrollably while reading a church bulletin. “What’s so funny?” I inquired. Ron gleefully directed me to the bulletin’s description of next week’s special speaker. It read: “Saul Selby, Jewish drug addict atheist from New York City will be sharing next week’s message.” The bulletin neglected to mention that I was no longer addicted to drugs and was now a believer in Jesus Christ. Few Jewish, drug-addicted atheists would be welcomed speakers in a church unless of course Christ had radically transformed them.


That’s exactly what had happened to me. God graciously transformed me from a hopeless addict to a hopeful believer. He removed my obsession to use drugs and alcohol and replaced it with a burning desire to serve His son—Jesus Christ. God had accomplished these changes through two primary sources: the Twelve Steps of AA and the Bible.


The Twelve Steps were introduced to me in addiction treatment as the cure for the curse of my addiction. Because I was an atheist who had contempt for the idea of God, the Twelve Steps made no sense. But as a desperate addict I was willing to try anything to overcome my addiction.


Begrudgingly, only out of fear and desperation, I tried applying these Steps. My efforts began with a simple and sincere prayer: “God, if you’re real, make yourself real to me.” To my surprise, my prayer was answered in a dramatic way. I immediately sensed a warm, comforting presence surrounding me. It replaced my fear with hope and assured me of God’s reality. Despite my addicted lifestyle God graciously invited me into a relationship with Him.


Next, God used the Steps to draw me to Christ. As I sought through prayer and meditation to improve my understanding of God1I found myself attracted to Jesus.


To understand Christ’s message firsthand, I began to read the Bible. Christ’s words spoke to me with authority. They exposed my sin, confirmed God’s love, and directed me into a life-changing relationship with Him. Through His word, Jesus has became my savior, my Lord, and my friend.


Today, I find myself with one foot in two camps. As an addiction professional I regularly teach the Twelve Steps as a vehicle to recovery from addiction. As the director of a jail ministry I regularly challenge inmates to seek Christ as a resource for life and change. As a Christian who practices the Steps, I know them to be an invaluable tool to live out the Christian faith.


Many Christians misunderstand the Steps’ purpose because the Steps have become stigmatized as a cure for addictive behavior alone. The thinking goes something like this: “If you have a headache, take aspirin. If your ankle is swollen, apply ice. If you’re addicted, take the Twelve Steps.” Plus, in some pockets of Christianity the Steps have been labeled as secular or worse yet—evil.


The spiritual ideals that the Steps embrace are neither evil nor were designed exclusively for addicts. They are scriptural principles that when acted upon, enhance our relationship with Christ.


The Steps are biblical. Each Step reflects spiritual principles that come directly out of the Bible.


Do the Steps enable recovery from addiction? Absolutely! If followed closely, they provide freedom to those suffering addiction’s bondage. But the source of that power is a by-product of a life devoted to God—which is the Steps’ primary purpose.


Christians in Twelve Step recovery programs will benefit from this book because it connects faith with the program. Each Step will be discussed from a biblical perspective. But this book is not just for Christians in recovery—it’s for any Christian who desires an intimate relationship with Christ because the Steps are foundational elements of genuine Christianity. If you want to be close to Jesus, to do his will daily—if you want a sense of hope and purpose that comes from knowing and following Christ—read on.


    


    

1 This is step Eleven








CHAPTER TWO


WHAT IS TWELVE STEP CHRISTIANITY?


Nearly two billion people in the world consider themselves to be Christians—but why? By what standards do they identify themselves in this way? Answering this question is no easy task. Reasons why a person would declare oneself Christian could fill an entire book. Some proclaim, “I’m Christian because I prayed that Jesus would come into my heart.” Others say, “I’m Christian because I was baptized.” Others declare, “I’m Christian because I belong to a church.” Still others, “I’m Christian because I was confirmed.”


While all of these reasons are important, none seems to match the defining elements of Christianity that its author, Jesus Christ, proposed: to hear His voice, to follow Him, and to be known by Him.1


Our relationship with Jesus defines genuine Christianity. No salvation prayer, church membership, or baptism can ever substitute for intimate communion with Jesus Himself. Jesus desires His followers to imitate Him in word and deed. Jesus denied himself—so must His followers. Jesus put God’s will ahead of His own—so must His followers. Jesus carried His cross—so must His followers. Jesus says, “Whoever does not carry his own cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple.”2 Yet, how many professing Christians truly seek and experience this relationship?


Many church members know about Jesus, but they don’t know Him. They have been taught He existed, He died, He rose from the dead; and they believe it all. They have been told of His love, His power to forgive, and His eventual return. But they don’t experience His love, care, and intimate touch in their lives. They don’t daily seek His direction or desire to make sacrifices based on His will.


In a world focused on self-fulfillment and self-gratification, the challenges of Jesus are easily and routinely ignored. They are frequently replaced with subtle rationalizations that allow us to label ourselves Christians, yet not truly follow the One we identify ourselves with. It is far easier to wear a cross than to carry one, to quote Him than to follow Him, to deny our sins than to deny ourselves, to know about Him than to know Him.


Twelve Step Christianity is a process by which we totally surrender our lives to Christ. When applied from a Christian perspective, the spiritual principles outlined in the Steps direct us to seek His will (hear His voice) and submit to it (follow Him). The outcome is intimate communion with our Great Shepherd (being known by Him). These principles are simple, powerful, and completely consistent with Christ’s teachings.


This is no coincidence. As we explore the history of the Steps we will find that their roots are biblical, developed by devout followers of Christ who sought with all their heart to follow Him. Just as these Christian principles worked for early Christians, they can work for us! When applied zealously, they enable us to become faithful followers of the Good Shepherd.







1. See John 10:27.


2. Luke 14:27








CHAPTER THREE


THE CHRISTIAN ROOTS OF THE TWELVE STEPS




We already had the basic ideas, though not in terse and tangible form. We got them, as I said, as a result of our study of the Good Book.1





(Dr. Robert Smith describing Alcoholics Anonymous’s
development of the Twelve Steps)




Though he could not accept all the tenets of the Oxford Groups, he [Bill Wilson] was convinced of the need for moral inventory, confession of personality defects, restitution to those harmed, helpfulness to others, and the necessity of belief in and dependence upon God.2





Bill Wilson, the cofounder of AA, penned the Twelve Steps, but he did not create them. Bill wrote the Steps, relying upon the spiritual principles he learned in the Oxford Group. This chapter will review the Christian roots of AA and the Steps by examining the program that Bill found sobriety in and eventually split away from—the Oxford Group.


In 1934 Bill was desperately seeking answers to his drinking problem. While hospitalized for the third time for alcoholism, he cried out to God for assistance. That prayer ignited a remarkable spiritual experience that transformed Bill’s life and lifted his obsession to drink. It changed the drunk Bill into the sober Bill; it changed the agnostic Bill into the believing Bill.


Bill recognized that his newfound sobriety was both precious and fragile. Its permanence, he reasoned, depended on a sustained relationship with God, who graciously met Bill in his time of need. He found the spiritual direction he needed not in AA (it did not yet exist), but in the Oxford Group.


The Oxford Group was a nondenominational Christian movement whose purpose was to lead individuals into a dynamic, life-changing relationship with Jesus Christ. The Oxford Group tenets proclaimed that God was more than just an idea. God was a living spirit able to transform lives through personal contact with Him. Oxford Group members shared a burning desire to make their faith in Christ practical, dynamic, and real.


The Oxford Group was successful in helping alcoholics, but sobriety was not its designed purpose. Sobriety was just a by-product of the Oxford Group’s goal of complete surrender of one’s life to Christ. Like Bill, many alcoholics in the Oxford Group found that their obsession to drink vanished as Christ’s power flowed into their lives.
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