
DILIGENCE
“We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end,

in order to make your hope sure.” — Hebrews 6:11
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Cope With The Symptoms Or Correct The Problem 

The previous issue of Diligence discussed addressing the problem rather than

just treating the symptoms that are a result of the problem. At the end of that

article we stated that “our job as Christians is to treat the problem.” The solution

we offered was to “study the Scriptures daily and sow more seed.” That is surely

the big picture as it relates to a society that no longer sees living in violation of

God’s law as a problem. However, the actual day to day application of sorting

symptoms from problems is sometimes very difficult to do since the symptoms

are always the most pressing need at the moment.

As Christians, we are instructed throughout the Scriptures to demonstrate love

for others. We most often translate those instructions into doing anything and

everything we can to relieve suffering individuals from their struggles — in

whatever form those struggles may be presenting themselves. But here’s the dif-

ficult part of the Biblical instructions that we absolutely must consider in order

to determine whether we’re showing love for those individuals or actually

harming them. When the help we provide “enables” individuals to continue to

act or to move in a direction that is leading toward their physical or spiritual

destruction, we are not demonstrating love toward that those individuals. No matter

how good WE feel about the aid we have supplied, it is not a show of love if it

encourages or allows the same destructive behavior to continue on and on.

That’s a hard principle to grasp — and even harder to implement for Christians.

There is a huge difference between helping someone solve their problem and

enabling them to continue down a path of self destruction. Christians too often

choose the latter because we want to be “nice” and never want miss a chance to

“let our light shine.” It makes us feel good when we “help” others. What we

must realize however, and admit to ourselves is that we can very easily destroy

someone with what we interpret as “showing love.”

• Helping is doing something for someone else that they are not capable

of doing for themselves — whether it be providing physical or financial

assistance to them — or — instructing them in a method that will help

them stop behavior that is spiritually or physically harmful to them.

• Enabling is doing things for someone else that they can and should be

doing for themselves — or providing assistance that will allow them to

continue in behavior that is physically or spiritually harmful to them.

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Yet as Christians, far too many of us provide aid
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attitude of “they’re getting what they deserve” without actually having thoroughly

considered the situation of those in need. Without the exercise of effort and wisdom

on our part, we won’t know whether we’re being helpers or being enablers. The

Scriptures that we’ve already read may indeed lead us to conclude that being

“too nice” may not be what is best for those we are trying to help. They just

might need some “tough love” like Paul used with the Corinthians to get them

to change a lifestyle that was leading them toward spiritual and physical destruction.

Secondly, we can avoid becoming an enabler by either teaching those in need to cope

with the symptoms caused by an unsolvable problem or work toward correcting,

or eliminating a solvable problem. Our help to those in need may be either emotion

focused or problem focused. Different situations could require different kinds of

help. For example, if an individual has just experienced the death of a loved

one, the help needed as a result of such a traumatic event would by necessity

have to be emotion focused since the problem is most assuredly beyond the

control of that individual. If however that individual continues to suffer long

term to the point of physical or mental harm to him or her self, then the help we

offer would have to adjust and become problem focused.

Problem focused help aims at addressing, correcting and/or removing the root

cause of the problem, thereby providing a long term solution. There may be

some problems that can not be “fixed” — such as a permanent disability, long

term illness, etc.. In those circumstances, it would be our job as Christians to

provide those individuals with emotion focused help that would eventually

enable them to deal with the continuing problem on a permanent basis rather

than “teaching” them to rely on the aid of “an enabler” over the long term.

At the very core of this whole discussion is the realization that God expects

each of us to be good stewards of the resources He permits us to have whether

we have little or much. When we give repeatedly (whether physical or emotional

support) to another without ever reaching the point of requiring accountability,

it is irresponsible for us as Christians and may quite possibly be allowing the

recipients to remain on a destructive path both physically as well as spiritually. 

Christians must exercise discernment when we’re tempted to be “too nice.” And

yes, “tempted” is the right word to use since Satan does and will use the generosity

and compassion of Christians to gain souls for himself. That means we must

discern the difference between helping and enabling. If we fail to do so, we are

likely to become participants in evil deeds. Discipline “...is painful at the time,

but later, after we have learned from it, we have peace, because we start living

in the right way.” (Hebrews 12:11 NCV)
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The good news is that if we exercise wisdom in our generosity and in our desire

to help suffering individuals, we might be able to help and teach at the same

time. The author of Hebrews understood this principle.

“We do not enjoy being disciplined. It is painful at the time, but later,

after we have learned from it, we have peace, because we start living in

the right way: (Hebrews 12:11 NCV)

We see the same principle demonstrated in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians.

“Even if my letter made you sad, I am not sorry I wrote it. At first I was

sorry, because it made you sad, but you were sad only for a short time.

Now I am happy, not because you were made sad, but because your

sorrow made you change your lives. You became sad in the way God

wanted you to, so you were not hurt by us in any way. The kind of sorrow

God wants makes people change their hearts and lives. This leads to

salvation, and you cannot be sorry for that. But the kind of sorrow the

world has brings death. See what this sorrow — the sorrow God wanted

you to have — has done to you: It has made you very serious. It made you

want to restore yourselves. It made you angry and afraid. It made you

want to see me. It made you care. It made you want to do the right thing.

In every way you have regained your innocence.” (II Cor. 7:8-11 NCV)

Paul fully understood that too much comfort produced zero motivation to change

errant behavior. So he took the steps (painful as they were) to allow those indi-

viduals to experience a “discomfort factor”— in this case, a harsh letter from him —

that would lead them to evaluate and then correct the poor choice they had made.

We also know from the manner in which God dealt with the Israelites that He

would allowed them to suffer when they strayed from Him. Because of their lack

of faithfulness to Him, He repeatedly allowed neighboring countries to rise up

and oppress them — causing them to suffer greatly for a number of years. They

would then eventually realize that they needed God and cry out to Him.

So while it’s often quite easy for Christians to become enablers because of our

desire to help others, it’s quite difficult to say “no” when we find ourselves

frequently giving assistance to those who should be able to manage on their own

— yet are failing again and again to do so. This is especially difficult when those

individuals are either friends, members of our own families or members of our

church families. We can tell from Paul’s words that we read earlier, that he didn’t

enjoy making them sad — but he knew it was what he had to do for their own

good. Like Paul, sometimes the best help we can offer to others is a firm “no”

coupled with an effort to provide some instruction concerning exactly how the

problem — not the symptoms — can be solved. 

Since this brings us back to our discussion of solving problems verses treating

symptoms, there are a few thoughts we want to be sure and mention before leaving

this subject. For one thing, we must be cautions that we not develop an ongoing

again and again to the same individuals and by doing so, may be inadvertently

helping them destroy themselves with our “love.” As much as we dislike the

thought of doing so, sometimes the best way we can show real love to hurting

friends or family members is to allow them to incur the penalty that is due them

for whatever actions they have taken — or failed to take.

“3People’s own foolishness ruins their lives, but in their minds they blame

the Lord. 19People with quick tempers will have to pay for it. If you help

them out once, you will have to do it again.” (Proverbs 19:3 and 19 NCV)

When we as Christians do things over and over for the same people — things that

they can and should be doing for themselves, we become an “enabler” by making it

easy for them to avoid following the teachings of Christ and the Scriptures. We

truly participate in their evil when we do that. (II John 1:9-11) Our appetite to be

“nice” to everyone — even to their detriment — could easily be the reason some

souls fail to get off the broad path that leads to their eventual destruction. (Matt. 7:13)

So how are we to know the difference between helping and enabling? Well, for

one thing, it takes a bit of work. We can’t be lazy. First of all, sorting through

the symptoms in order to determine exactly what the real problem is may not be

easy. Secondly, asking enough questions to dig deep enough to uncover the

problem is often perceived by the one in need of help as being nosey or intrusive.

But we can’t just pat ourselves on the back and say “I did my part — what happens

to the help I’ve given after I’ve given it, isn’t my problem.” It could very well

be our problem if we are participating in their evil by enableing the recipients of

our generosity to have no desire to learn to manage their resources or their life

— but simply continue in their undisciplined and irresponsible lifestyle.

“For even when we were with you, we used to give you this order: if anyone

is not willing to work, then he is not to eat, either. For we hear that

some among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing no work at all,

but acting like busybodies. Now such persons we command and exhort

in the Lord Jesus Christ to work in quiet fashion and eat their own

bread. But as for you, brethren, do not grow weary of doing good.”

(II Thess. 3:10-13 NASB)

If we as Christians really want to correct the problem rather than just continue to

treat symptoms, we must realize that suffering is not always bad. But it is very

difficult for most Christians to just stand back and watch someone suffer when we

have the opportunity and the ability to do something about it. Diving into every

situation and doing all we can to rescue those we see in need — with little or no

evaluation of the situation — may not always be the wise thing to do. The wise

thing to do just might be to actually allow some individuals to suffer the conse-

quences of their actions. Notice however, in the verses above that it also tells

Christians to “not grow weary of doing good.” So the challenge faced by Christians

who desire to be wise is to determine when helping others crosses over into being

enablers — thus participating in the evil that may destroy a soul forever.
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