THE CHRISTIAN AND SMOKING

Consider the following New Testament principles for Christians. [Unless otherwise noted, the NKJV is quoted.]

Maintain a healthy body: Paul wrote, "If anyone defiles [destroys] the temple of God, God will destroy him. For the temple of God is holy, which temple you are" (First Corinthians 3:17). Although he had reference to the collective body—the local church, the temple is comprised of individuals, which is why Paul also wrote, "Do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and you are not your own? For you were bought at a price; therefore glorify God in your body and in your spirit, which are God's" (First Corinthians 6:19-20).

Maintain a firm self-discipline: Using himself as an example, Paul wrote, "I will not be brought under the power of any[thing]" (First Corinthians 6:12), and "I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest...I...should become disqualified" (first Corinthians 9:27).

Maintain a proficient stewardship: Paul wrote, "It is required in stewards that one be found faithful" (First Corinthians 4:2), and Jesus spoke of good stewardship when He said in The Parable of the Talents, "'He called ten of his servants, delivered to them ten minas, and said to them, "Do business till I come"'" (Luke 19:13).

Maintain a positive influence on others: Paul wrote, "Let us...not put a stumbling block or a cause to fall in our brother's way" (Romans 14:13), rather "'Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in Heaven'" (Matthew 5:16).

Maintain a courteous regard for others: Peter wrote, "Be courteous" (First Peter 3:8), and Jesus said, "'Do to others what you want them to do to you'" (Matthew 7:12).

Very few will, doubtless, deny that they have never heard most, if not all, these principles applied by preachers and teachers to drinkers of alcoholic beverages and users of illegal drugs at one time or another. Would it not, therefore, seem the height of hypocrisy for those same men to fail in employing these identical principles to smokers of cigarettes which contain many "legal" drugs? Please ... consider the consistency in applying these rules to the smoking of cigarettes (and, consequently, to the use of smokeless tobacco).

Smokers violate the principle of maintaining healthy bodies—their own.

Scientists have discovered at least nineteen poisons in cigarette smoke, including carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, acids, carcinogens, nicotine, and tar. Since our mucous linings cover an area of up to 1,000 feet, and since our entire volume of blood is spread over this area every three minutes, these poisons readily pass through our blood system.

Nicotine causes hormones affecting the central nervous system to be released abnormally. It causes changes in brain waves (much like opiates, amphetamines, and cocaine). It slows circulation by restricting blood vessels, which is linked to high blood pressure and the onset of heart attacks.

Smoking damages the vocal cords and hinders digestion. Smoking lowers resistance to contagious illnesses, aggravates practically every sickness, and lessens the chance of recovery by 50%. [Someone once said, "My boss finally quit smoking. When I asked if he felt better, he said, 'Definitely. I feel better now when I feel bad than I used to feel when I felt good.'"] Smoking also causes excessive facial hair, osteoporosis, intensified monthly cycles, cervical and rectal cancer in women, impotence in men, infertility, premature aging of skin, decreased taste and smell, eye and nasal irritation, middle ear infections, cataracts, peptic ulcers, pneumonia, chronic bronchitis, coronary and cerebrovascular diseases, strokes, emphysema, and increased vulnerability to depression.

Obviously it would be careless to neglect The Big "C"—Cancer! It has been proven time and time again that cigarettes have cancer causing agents called "nitrosamines." The one-pack-day smoker's chance of dying of cancer is twenty times greater than a non-smoker's chance! Besides being responsible for 87% of lung cancers, smoking is also associated with cancers of the mouth, pharynx, larynx, esophagus, pancreas, uterine cervix, kidney, and bladder. Such is reminiscent Galatians 6:7-8a: "Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. For he who sows to the flesh, will of the flesh reap corruption...." And that passage, in turn, is reminiscent of Romans 1:24-27 where the same apostle implied that any diseases those people contracted due to their "fleshly sowing" was essentially what they asked for.

Smoking is responsible for 85% of lung cancer deaths, 30-40% of deaths from diseases of the heart and blood vessels (such as hardening of the arteries), and 80-90% of deaths from chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (emphysema and chronic bronchitis). It's no wonder that smokers have a 70% higher death rate than non-smokers. It has been estimated that cigarette smoking is annually responsible for 20% of all American deaths (400,000). That means there are more deaths "annually" from smoking than from AIDS, heroin, crack, cocaine, alcohol, fire, and car accidents combined and six times more than the Vietnam conflict "annually"! So it's also no wonder that the Surgeon General finally decided to place a (vague) warning on cigarette packages in 1966 which read, "Warning: The Surgeon General has determined that cigarette smoking may be hazardous to your health." Since then the warning has progressively become more serious. Presently one of the (non-vague) warnings reads, "Warning: The Surgeon General has determined that cigarette smoking causes lung cancer, emphysema, heart disease, and complicated pregnancies." Even with such warnings, people continue to ingest the poisonous chemicals found in tobacco. One fellow was heard to say, "I've read so many bad things about smoking that I decided to give up reading." Hopefully no smoking Christian has that disposition.

Smokers violate the principles of maintaining healthy bodies—the bodies of others.

Everything formerly cited as harmful to the active smoker also harms the passive smoker. Because of the manner in which tobacco burns, secondhand smoke (also called Environmental Tobacco Smoke [ETS] by the EPA) contains twice as much tar and nicotine per unit volume as does smoke inhaled only through a filter. It also contains three times as much of the cancer-causing compound "benzpyrene," five times as much carbon monoxide, and up to fifty times as much ammonia. A detectable amount of serum cotinine, a breakdown product of nicotine, can be found in nine out of ten non-smokers. The National Academy of Sciences, the US Surgeon General, the EPA, and a wide variety of professional medical associations have concluded that ETS does indeed cause lung cancer in non-smokers. The EPA, therefore, has catalogued tobacco smoke as a class "A" carcinogen responsible for more than 3,800 cases of lung and soft tissue cancer, asthma, brain tumors, and heart disease in non-smokers. In 1993, the EPA estimated that an average of eight people die daily due to ETS. There are no safe levels of ETS.

Perhaps the saddest part of it all is the effect ETS has on children. More children are killed by parental smoking than by all unintentional injuries combined. Smoking "annually" accounts for the following: 46,000 low birth weights; 2,800 perinatal deaths; 2,000 deaths due to SIDS; 22,000 hospitalizations and 1,100 deaths due to severe respiratory infections such as bronchiolitis; 3.4 million outpatient visits and 110,000 treatments with insertion of ear tubes due to severe ear infections; 1.8 million outpatient visits and 14 deaths due to asthma; 10,000 outpatient visits, 590 hospitalizations, and 250 deaths due to fire-related injuries. That's over 6,000 dead children each year! Children of smoking parents are much more susceptible to tonsillitis and are twice as likely to need fillings. Smoking moms have more stillbirths, spontaneous abortions, premature deliveries, sickly babies, and children who are physically and mentally slower and get tired quicker. It was estimated a decade ago that as many as ten infants die every day because their mothers smoked during pregnancy. And for those who say, "But none of this really applies to me since I don't spoke around my family," reports are now being published dealing with the damaging effects caused by mere chemical emanations from skin, hair, clothing, and fabrics (such as in smokers' vehicles).

Since pathological studies indicate that one-pack-a-day smokers live 6.5 years less than non-smokers, it ought to grieve a smoking father (or mother) to know that he will miss much of his children's and grandchildren's lives or that he will selfishly take himself from his children much earlier than necessary. Smokers should ask themselves: "Could I be the reason my wife has difficult monthly cycles and terrible headaches?" "Could I be the reason that we have trouble getting pregnant?" "Could I be the reason my family is sickly?" "Am I the reason my own health is less than desirable?" "How many days, weeks, months, or years have I already eliminated from my life, taking myself from my family and the Lord's work?" "Do I want to be held responsible for the days, weeks, months, or even years that I've eliminated from the lives of others due to my secondhand smoke?"

Summary: Information such as this ought to make people question how many millions of involuntary manslaughter cases have gone unsentenced over the last few centuries! Besides, how can a Christian justify himself in view of commands such as, "Love does no harm to a neighbor" (Romans 13:10)?

Smokers violate the principles of maintaining a firm self-discipline.

Paul wrote, "I will not be brought under the power of any" (First Corinthians 6:12). The New Century Version translates this verse as, "I will not let anything make me a slave." Smoking cigarettes is addictive, no doubt about it; in fact, nicotine is ten times more addictive than heroin—that's power, obviously a "power" that he wouldn't allow himself to become enslaved to (cf. Philippians 3:17).

Cigarettes are psychoactive, affecting the chemistry of the brain and nervous system. The addictive fact is seen when one experiences physiological and psychological distress—withdrawal symptoms, something which actually occurs at every urge for a cigarette. It begins in the morning with the first cigarette which sends a burst of nicotine to the brain, producing an almost immediate feeling of relaxation and satisfaction. For the rest of the day, the smoker tries to maintain this feeling by manipulating his intake of tobacco smoke by inhaling more or less deeply, taking more or fewer puffs, and smoking at different intervals. So what at first may appear to be a casual, unordered routine, turns out to be not casual at all, but a controlled (though subconscious) behavior.

When one becomes cross, irritable, and mean with his family and others while "trying to quit," he is addicted. Nearly all smokers agree that cigarettes are addictive, even though many of those same people will agree that Paul taught against such a thing. Since nearly every (if not every) smoker agrees that cigarettes are addictive and that they themselves are addicted to them, then they stand self-convicted and self-condemned, which is reminiscent of a statement Jesus made back in The Parable of the Talents that we alluded to earlier: "'Out of your own mouth I will judge you'" (Luke 19:22). (Incidentally, it would be hypocritical for someone to apply this teaching in this manner, then compromise when it comes to caffeine [another addictive drug].)

Smokers, therefore, lack the self-control God expects of His people. Peter cited self-control as one of "The Seven Christian Virtues" (Second Peter 1:6), as we call them. Nicotine takes the place of self-control, because it acts as an anti-anxiety agent (like tranquilizers) and a stimulant (like amphetamines). If someone admits that he's addicted to tobacco, then he's also admitting to his lack of self-control over a fleshly lust—he's admitting to "insobriety" (an antonym for "addiction"). Using himself for an example again, Paul wrote, "I discipline my body and bring it into subjection" (First Corinthians 9:27), not the other way around (First Corinthians 6:12).

So why is it, even when someone admits he's addicted to cigarettes, he maintains that there's nothing wrong with a Christian smoking? Perhaps it's because he has fallen into the category of being seared with a hot iron (or hot cigarette, First Timothy 4:2). Someone once said, "If I committed adultery as often as you smoke cigarettes, I wouldn't think adultery was wrong either." The more often a person does something (such as forsaking the assembling), the easier it becomes, because he has programmed his mind to accept it; he has gotten used to it, thereby searing his mind against any doubts that he may have had or that could be produced; incidentally, Paul also taught that "he who doubts is condemned" (Romans 14:23a). Why? Because "to him who considers anything unclean [or wrong], to him it is unclean [or wrong]" (Romans 14:14), even if it isn't wrong in God's sight! As James wrote, "To him who knows to do good and does not do it, to him it is sin" (4:17.)

What should a smoker do who wants to quit? He should just make up his mind to quit and quit! Not over a period of time—but "Just do it," as the Nike logo says. If it's wrong, then it's wrong. Just as we wouldn't encourage someone addicted to fornication to taper off, so a smoker shouldn't taper off—just quit! Doctors have written that nicotine craving may not only last longer, but may also be more intense by tapering off than by quitting instantly. Has there ever been a case heard of where a smoker's withdrawal symptoms caused him to be hospitalized or die? Not likely! God doesn't allow His people to be placed in a situation that they can't deal with or escape from sin-free; He won't allow them to be tempted or tried beyond what they're able to bear (First Corinthians 10:13). They just need discipline, that which is in them and makes them do what they desire—mind over body. Where in the Bible does it allow Christians to taper off of sins and remain sinless? It doesn't. But the Bible does assist with information about how to quit such as applying the replacement principle of Ephesians 4:17—5:17. Someone said, "When I fully resigned to quit smoking, I placed a small testament in my pocket where I used to keep cigarettes, so when I stopped whatever I was doing, the habit of getting a cigarette out was changed to getting the testament out and reading a verse or two." (Incidentally, all these new-fangled ways [patches, etc.] to quit smoking are nothing but cop-outs for the smoker and money-making schemes for retailers.)

Smokers violate the principle of maintaining a proficient stewardship.

[Although First Corinthians 4:2 has reference to the management of everything in one's Christian life, this passage will here be applied specifically to finances.]

Smokers financially hurt themselves and their families. When alluding to someone who feels compelled to spend his money, nearly everyone has heard the idiom, "His money is burning a hole in his pocket." Since there are many families who go without some everyday things simply because one or more family members smoke, this adage is a perfect pun for smokers who "burn up" much of their funds on cigarettes. In the early 80's there was a family of six that was trying to live off of $800 a month, while at the same time spending over $100 a month on cigarettes. Today, since cigarettes have tripled in price, a family with just one parent who smokes just one pack a day spends at least $100 a month on a bad habit; and if they aren't well off to begin with, then one can be certain there are some good (perhaps even some necessary) things that the family is lacking, or they're having to obtain outside charity to have those things. Isn't it offensive to be in a store behind someone who is purchasing groceries with food stamps they've acquired from the taxation of others while simultaneously spending their own money on liquor and/or tobacco products? How can the government (and even the church) defend aiding people who spend their money in such a manner?

Smokers financially hurt people outside their families as well. Reports have been published recently wherein the authors relate how Americans spend as much as $501 billion annually on tobacco related products and problems. Instead of being party to the financial adversity of Americans, a Christian should "Labor...that he may have something to give him who has need" (Ephesians 4:28). How many smoking Christians have come behind in their giving to the work of evangelism because they spend at least $100 a month per smoking family member on cigarettes? How many tracts and Bibles could be bought and given away? Or how many articles could be put in local newspapers or preachers put on TV with that money? Or, by combining the money all Christians spend on tobacco each year, how many preachers and their families could be supported? Say that, out of the over 10,000 (one-cup) Christians in the United States, 10% of them smoke just one pack a day. (That's a low percentage according to the estimated 25% of all Americans who smoke.) That would equal 1,000 Christian tobacco users. The money spent by them would, therefore, equal at least $100,000 each month. Listen, 25 preachers could be supported $48,000 a year with that money! How many lost souls have to die without Christ so that "Christians" can have their tobacco products?

Smokers violate the principle of maintaining a positive influence on others, as opposed to causing them to sin.

Smokers cause friends as well as family members to sin by taking up the habit of smoking. Surely time doesn't need to be spent in proving that smokers produce smokers: parent smokers produce children smokers (although they teach them not to do as they do but as they are told to do), teen smokers produce other teen smokers, and so on. Even when Paul was speaking about things that were right in and of themselves, he taught that a person shouldn't do anything by which anyone will stumble, offend, or even be made weak (compare Romans 14:21 with First Corinthians 8:13).

Smokers, instead of causing others to sin, should be good influences on people in an attempt to help them become saved or remain saved (Matthew 5:16). Will anyone deny that there has been at least one incident in history where a non-smoking non-Christian was turned off to Christianity because of a smoking Christian? And will anyone deny that, if a person insists on continuing a harmful habit that can cause another person to take up that same habit (whether he becomes aware of it or not), he's selfish? Christians should be perpetually conscious of their influence on others: Paul wrote, "Let your conduct be worthy of the Gospel of Christ" (Philippians 1:27); in other words, Christians' lives should make the Gospel look appealing. Does smoking glorify God or cause others to glorify God (Matthew 5:16)? Paul wrote, "Whatever you do, do all to the glory of God" (First Corinthians 10:31), and that primarily means to do whatever will whet the appetite for people to want to become Christians. Really, can anyone honestly see Jesus teaching the people The Sermon on the Mount while puffing on a cigarette or spitting tobacco juice on the ground? WWJD?

To conclude, smokers also violate the principle of maintaining a courteous regard for others.

It's obvious that smokers are discourteous (whether intentionally or not) when they create a chemical smoke that's harmful to the health of others, when they burn up their resources that are to help others, when they cause others to take up the habit of smoking, and when they do that which causes others to look down on Christianity.

Smokers are discourteous in other ways as well. Many (perhaps most) smokers throw their lit cigarettes out of their vehicles which have been known to start forest fires and get caught in the helmets of bikers. (Imagine that one! The Kansas driver's license book for motorcyclists warns of this.) And one can't help but be afraid of having an unknown gas leak in his vehicle while driving or stopping over lit cigarettes. New York has just banned people from speaking on cellular phones while driving. But what state has ever banned people from smoking cigarettes while driving when numerous wrecks have been caused by smokers dropping their cigarettes in their laps or getting smoke in their eyes? Smokers don't even seem to realize how much of the smoke from their vehicles comes through the windows, vents, and other crevices of vehicles having to follow them.

Smoking is selfish, against the teaching of Jesus in Luke 14:26. It's a fleshly lust (First Peter 2:11) that Christians are to avoid because it's enslaving (Second Peter 2:19), and it's a habit that can be abstained from (First Corinthians 10:13). God wants our bodies as well as our spirits and souls to be preserved blameless (First Thessalonians 5:23); perhaps that's why Paul demanded us to "cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh" (Second Corinthians 7:1) as well as of the spirit and to "present our bodies a living sacrifice, holy, [and] acceptable to God" (Romans 12:1).

Since smoking effects everyone in one way or another, we would be hard pressed to find a verse that would apply any better to all that has been written here than Matthew 7:12: Jesus said, "'Do to others what you want them to do to you'"; in other words, we should treat others the way we would want to be treated if the tables were turned. Likewise, let's remember to "look out for...the interests of others" (Philippians 2:4) and to avoid doing harm to our neighbors (Romans 13:10).
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