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06 TWELVE-STEP IDOLATRY 

06.6 Denying Self 

The way of victory in the Christian life is quite different. Not self, but Christ. Not 

self, but others. Relationship is both receiving and giving to others. When there is 

a short supply being given by others, the Christian amply receives from the Lord 

directly, through being strengthened and built up in the spirit. Therefore, while 

the Christian is to be a good steward of all that God has entrusted to him, 

including his body, which needs to be taken care of, the emphasis is never on 

taking care of ourselves to the extent or in the ways that 

codependency/recovery literature demands. 

The way of life for any and all sinners who have been redeemed by Christ is 

through denying self, not catering to self. 

Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, 

and take up his cross, and follow me. For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and 

whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it. For what is a man profited, if he shall 

gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? or what shall a man give in exchange for his 

soul? (Matthew 16:24-26.) 

Following Jesus thus entails denying self and taking up one’s cross. Denying 

oneself involves losing one’s life for Christ’s sake. It also means dying to all the 

old ways of the self. And this must include denying oneself the self-teachings of 

Twelve-Steppers who only know what it is to live after the flesh. 



Codependency/recovery teachings, influenced by the philosophies, 

psychologies, and religions of men are limited to living after the flesh. They 

emphasize just the opposite from denying self. 

The denying of self that Jesus is talking about is denying the will and desires of 

the self and following the will and purposes of God. Death to self is for the 

purpose of living by His life and will. It is coming under His rulership and obeying 

His commandments, even to the very denial of self’s pleasures, wants, and 

desires. Jay Adams explains: 

The words translated “self” and “life” (heauton and psuche) both mean “self” and refer to the same thing... 

Christ is telling us not only to say no to ourselves and yes to Him (“follow me”), but He affirms that we 

must put self to death by “taking up our cross” (Luke adds “daily”). To take up the cross does not mean 

making some particular sacrifice, nor does it refer to some particular burden (“My husband is my cross”). 

Anyone in that day, reading those words, would know plainly that taking up the cross meant one and only 

one thing: putting to death an infamous criminal. Jesus, therefore, is saying, “You must treat yourself, with 

all your sinful ways, priorities, and desires, like a criminal, and put self to death every day.” That says 

something about the self-image that Christ expects us to have!
1
 

Not all self-denial is biblical, however. People sometimes deny themselves for 

the wrong reasons or with the wrong attitudes and thus gratify themselves 

instead. Unbiblical counterfeits of self-denial may be seen when a person puts 

himself under the rulership of a spouse’s habitual sin, rather than under the 

rulership of Christ. In essence that is idolatry, which is putting anyone or anything 

in the place of Jesus Christ as Lord. All idolatry is rebellion against God and 

directed at satisfying the self in one way or another.2 Even activities that are 

destructive to the person may be followed for self-satisfying reasons (such as 

excessive drinking, complaining, or playing the martyr). Predominant influences 

are lords of a person’s life. These are activities of the self that must be denied. 

Appearances of denying self are also unbiblical when any of the activities or 

attitudes involves disobedience to God, such as retaliation, bitterness, 

resentment, and a whole host of interpersonal sins. Self is not actually being 

denied in such external and internal activities. On the other hand, some 

activities, such as caretaking, may be involved in both biblical and counterfeit 

self-denial, but the purpose is different. Denying self for Jesus’ sake is to serve 

and glorify God in all circumstances.3 

The battle between the flesh (the ways of the old self) and the Spirit (living in 

the believer) is ongoing and cannot be ignored. Self is always ready to assume 

center stage even in the lives of dedicated Christians. That is why the self-

teachings of recovery therapists, groups, and guides who are still living under the 

influence of Satan (Ephesians 2:2) are so dangerous.  

                                                           
1
 Jay E. Adams. The Biblical View of Self-Esteem, Self-Love, Self-Image. Eugene, OR: Harvest House 

Publishers, 1986, p. 106. 
2
 What is idolatry? 

3
 What does it mean to deny self for Jesus' sake? 



Ephesians 2:2  in which you formerly walked according to the course of this world, 

according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons 

of disobedience.  

And that is why Christians must daily deny themselves, take up their cross, 

and follow Jesus. They must diligently put off the old self and put on the new. 

What must constantly be denied is the old authority of self ruling the life, of self 

having its own way, and of self living in such a way as to please itself. It boils 

down to putting God’s will and interests before one’s own. 

Denying self, rather than esteeming self, equips people to say “No” to 

habitual sin when they are indwelt by the Holy Spirit. Instead of building up the 

self, following Jesus and thereby denying the self is the biblical antidote to 

alcohol, drugs, and other sinful patterns of living. Self-control, not self-love, is a 

fruit of the Spirit.4 

Placing the emphasis on taking care of self in codependency/recovery 

programs is even farther off the mark than AA’s Step Three. Both turn the will and 

life over to a “God as we understood God.” The alcoholic does it for the sake of 

sobriety. The codependent does it for the sake of self. Surely another god is 

being proclaimed and another gospel is being preached by the promoters of 

recovery steps and programs. Indeed they may recover their own lives but lose 

their souls.  

07 HERE’S LOOKING AT ME  

06.6 Discussion Questions 

 

1. What is idolatry? 

2. What does it mean to deny self for Jesus' sake? 

3. Self-control is not a fruit of self-love but the ______ ______.   

 

                                                           
4
 Self-control is not a fruit of self-love but the ______ ______. 


