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INTRODUCTION 

A. One of the get-to-know- you mixers that people often play the “What’s Your Favorite?” game. “What’s your favorite color?” “What’s your favorite holiday?” or “What’s your favorite flavor of ice cream?” And if it is a Christian group, they will sometimes throw in a spiritual favorite or two: “What’s your favorite hymn, or Bible book, or Bible verse, or Bible character?” One of the questions on the list is often “What’s your favorite season of the year?” And if you would ask me what’s my favorite season, I would answer, “All of them.” That’s one of the reasons I live in Iowa and not in Arizona or Florida. I like the changing of the seasons. I like the new life of spring, the fruitfulness of summer, the harvest of the fall, and even the brightness and biting cold of winter. 


B. But if you would ask me what’s my least favorite season, I would have to say that it is right now or a little after. Several years ago I had a hard time sleeping in the fall of the year, and this was repeated for a few consecutive years. I would wake up, look at the clock, usually between midnight and one in the morning, and they lay there and stare into the darkness. I would then be exhausted and irritable during the day and finally collapse at bed time, only to repeat the process the next night. I tried everything. I tried knocking off caffeine, I tried getting up and reading when I woke in the middle of the night. I tried going to bed early, and only woke up earlier. I tried staying up later, and still awakened at the same time.

I tried over-the-counter sleeping medicines, the same ingredient in Benadryl, and it knocked me out for a while, but I felt even worse in the morning. And then, after a while, it just went away. Certainly long before Christmas. And this happened for a few years in a row. And now I usually sleep pretty well. 


But it was awful. I hated it. I dreaded going to sleep and became very frustrated and agitated when I woke up in the night, over and over again. 


C. Along the way, I even went to my doctor. He didn’t think too much of it, and didn’t really do anything about it. Another doctor might have concluded that I was depressed, and he might have prescribed some anti-depressant. And I might have taken it. 

I. THE RISE OF DEPRESSION.


A. Depression is the fastest-growing mood disorder today. 


An article from Time online dated November 15, 2016 reports that a “study of national trends in depression among adolescents and young adults published in the journal Pediatrics on November 14 found that the prevalence of teens who reported an MDE [Major Depressive Episode] in the previous 12 months jumped from 8.7% in 2005 to 11.5% in 2014. That’s a 37 percent increase. (An MDE is defined as a period of at least two weeks of low mood that is present in most situations. Symptoms include low self-esteem, loss of interest in normally enjoyable activities, and problems with sleep, energy and concentration.)”

Another article reported: “From 1988-94 to 2005-08, the rate of antidepressant use in the United States among all ages increased nearly 400%” (Pratt, Brody, & Gu, 2011). One study found that 19% of British Columbia women were prescribed an antidepressant in 2003.” http://www.psychologysalon.com/2015/01 /why-is-depression-incidence-increasing.html


According to an August 15, 2017 online article published by Time, 13% of Americans take antidepressants. And according to a July 27, 2017 article of the same publication, “Global revenue for antidepressants was about $14.5 billion in 2014 and is projected to grow to nearly $17 billion over the next three years. Clinical depression affects 6.7% of U.S. adults, or about 16 million people, and a growing number of children and teenagers too. It's the leading cause of disability in the world, costing the U.S. economy alone $210 billion a year in lost productivity, missed days of work and care for the many physical and mental illnesses related to depression, like anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, migraines and sleep disorders.”

And yet, “there hasn't been a major depression-drug breakthrough in nearly three decades….” And “suicides in the U.S. [are] at their highest number in 30 years….” Since many of the old antidepressant have gone off patent, drug makers are now eagerly searching for additional and more lucrative cures. 


In 2009 Christianity Today reported: “However we choose to define depression, both its frequency and its disruption of normal life are staggering. The World Health Organization named depression the second most common cause of disability worldwide after cardiovascular disease, and it is expected to become number one in the next ten years. In the United States, 5 to 10 percent of adults currently experience the symptoms of major depression…, and up to 25 percent meet the diagnostic criteria during their lifetime, making it one of the most common conditions treated by primary care physicians. At any given time, around 15 percent of American adults are taking antidepressant medications.”


B. So why is depression on the upswing? There are three possibilities.

1. One is that the incidence of depression is actually increasing. In other words, more and more people are becoming depressed.


2. Another possibility is that people have always been depressed; it’s just that they have not been identified as such for whatever reason.


3. And the third possibility is that the criteria for diagnosing depression have been lowered to include more people who may not actually be depressed. This is the conclusion of many. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, edition IV (DSM-IV), which is the standard for diagnosing mental illness, lists several diagnostic criteria which many argue are too broad, which classify people as depressed who are simply sad, and may be sad for good reason. These merely sad people are then routinely placed on antidepressants which they may not need, and the results may not be helpful. 

C. At this point I need to issue a disclaimer. I am a doctor, but not that kind of doctor. No one should stop taking or adjust their medicine without first consulting their physician. 

But we really should ask the question about the profit motive. Antidepressants are big business, close to $20 billion a year. Does anyone stand to gain financially from a rise in depression? That’s something to think about. 

II. NON-BIBLICAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT DEPRESSION.


This is a seminar on a biblical look at depression. Perhaps that may strike you as odd. “Why consider depression from a ‘biblical’ viewpoint? After all, isn’t depression a disease? We don’t take a biblical view on diabetes or on colon cancer, we just go to the doctor. So why are we looking in the Bible for answers on a purely physical ailment?” The reason is because of some common unbiblical assumptions about depression among many practitioners today.


A. When it comes to the matter of mood disorders and mental illness, the first common, unbiblical assumption is that of materialism or atheism. For many people, in fact, for perhaps the majority in the psychological field, the body is all there is. There is no God and there is no immortal spirit. So if there is any mood or mental disorder, it must be a disorder of the brain. Diabetes is a disorder of the pancreas or of cellular resistance to insulin. And if there is any mood disorder, it must be a disorder of the brain. And so the answer must be a medical answer. 

The most common theory for the past few decades has been the “chemical imbalance” theory. People have mood disorders, both high and low, due to some missing chemical or poorly balanced chemical combination in the brain. The problem with this view is that there is no real evidence for it. Even the bible of psychological diagnosis, the DSM-IV admits, “No laboratory findings that are diagnostic of a Major Depressive Episode have been identified.” Gary Greenberg, author of Manufacturing Depression, concludes: “depression is probably the only disease for which doctors insist they have found the pathogen despite the evidence.” You cannot take a lab test, blood test, X-ray, CAT-Scan, or MRI and determine depression. The diagnosis must be made entirely from self-reported symptoms. One researcher sent actors faking the symptoms of depression to various doctors and all of the pretenders were easily able to obtain a prescription for antidepressants.  

So if there is no real evidence that depression is a physical or bodily ailment or brain disorder, then why suppose that it is? Well, if your prior assumption is that we are only bodies and brains and there is nothing else, then any disorder MUST BE a physical ailment, in this case a brain disorder or chemical imbalance, even though there is no clinical evidence for it. Hmmm. Actually the chemical imbalance theory is quietly being discarded and researchers are moving on.

B. The other unbiblical assumption is that depression or sadness is a disorder, is abnormal, which presupposes that happiness or at least freedom from sadness or depression is normal. Now all of us would admit that sadness or depression is unpleasant and undesirable, but is it abnormal? Many would also conclude that certain aspects of aging are unpleasant and undesirable, but is aging abnormal, is my experience abnormal? 

In their book, The Loss of Sadness, Alan Horowitz and Jerome Wakefield distinguish between “normal sadness” and “disordered sadness.” Normal sadness is commonly connected to some loss. And it is proportionate to that loss, depending on the value of what was lost: losing your keys versus losing a job or a spouse. And normal sadness tends to go away when the problem goes away (you find your keys or get another job) or you adjust to your loss over time. 

They go on to argue that sadness can have positive benefits, including making us quit unhelpful behaviors that make us sad!


But according to the DSM-IV, if you are sad for any reason longer than two weeks, you are to be diagnosed with depression. The only exception is for bereavement, and that is only for two months. After that, you have a disorder, and the standard of care is a prescription for an antidepressant. But if some sadness is normal and even helpful, why medicate it? 


C. As a pastor I am present in many situations of sudden grief and loss, the death of a loved one. On several occasions I have heard someone ask a surviving spouse, “Are you going to be okay?” And the spouse has replied, “I’ll be alright. The doctor gave me something.” 


Now I’ve never been in that situation, thankfully, but it does raise some questions. Is a suddenly bereaved person sick? Do we have some mood disorder when we grieve normal losses, a disorder that calls for medical treatment? Can you medicate away normal sadness? And is it a good idea to do so? 


So these two unbiblical assumptions may have skewed our understanding of sadness and depression. If we are only bodies, then all of our disorders must be medical disorders, to be treated with medicine alone…if we are only bodies. But are we only bodies? And if it is normal to be happy, or at least not to be sad, then lingering sadness is abnormal, is a disorder…if it is normal to be happy. But is it?


So what is the Bible’s perspective on sadness and depression? Let me offer seven biblical truths that have a direct bearing on our understanding of sadness and depression, and may point us toward some kind of resolution, or at least may help us to cope.

III. BIBLICAL TRUTHS ABOUT SADNESS.


A. The first biblical truth we need to take into account is the biggest: God is sovereign. God rules over all things. God providentially cares for his whole creation. There are no mistakes or accidents in God’s world. When I was suffering from insomnia several years ago, God was fully aware of it. In fact, as unpleasant as it was, I know that God planned it all, and according to God’s Word in Romans 8:28, God both intended those painful times for my good and worked them together with all other circumstances for my good. That’s enormous! In fact, that truth was instrumental in helping me come to terms with my insomnia. The secular world knows nothing about this greatest of all truths, in fact, explicitly denies it. That’s a pretty significant area of blindness when it comes to treating sadness and depression. 


B. A second biblical truth is just as big. The great thing that God is doing in the world is revealing his own glory. We Presbyterians are known for the brilliant answer to the first question in the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “What is the chief end of man?” And the answer, as all true Presbyterians know (and even a few other Christians!) is “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” So there is something much bigger than me afoot in God’s universe. He is displaying the wonder of his greatness and every facet of it: his wisdom, his power, his love, his creative genius, his mercy, justice, and wrath against sin. That means that there are much bigger fish to fry than how I feel at the moment or whether or not I get a good night’s sleep. We’ll revisit this later. 

Of course the secular world and secular psychology in particular denies all of this. The most important thing according to secular psychology is ME: I’m all I have: my self-esteem, my perceived happiness, my self-actualization, blah, blah, blah. 

C. And a third biblical truth that the secular world denies is that God created us as dualistic creatures. God fashioned the first man out of the dust of the earth and then implanted an immortal spirit within him. So we clearly are physical creatures, as everyone can see. But we are also spiritual creatures, which we cannot actually see and which the secular world flatly denies. The mystery of how these two substances interact, the physical body and the immaterial spirit, largely remains a mystery. But this great truth reminds us that some disorders are physical in origin and some are spiritual in origin and should be treated as such. If you have pneumonia, go see your doctor. Your pastor will pray for you as well. I’ll even come visit you in the hospital and pray for you there. But I will not tell you to leave the hospital and throw away your antibiotics because pneumonia is a bodily ailment, and God made us as dualistic, body-spirit creatures. So if you are sick, go see your doctor!


But if you have sinned against God and need forgiveness, your doctor cannot help you, and no prescription will avail. This is a spiritual problem. Actually, unresolved guilt can take its toll on you physically as well. But medicine will not cure this ailment. You need a spiritual remedy. You need to apply the blood of Christ for the forgiveness of sin.


So what if you are sad? What if you are anxious, panicky, or suffer from compulsion (or insomnia)? Is that a physical ailment? Maybe it is. If it’s a problem for you, you should go see your doctor, and get it checked out. But it may also be a spiritual problem, and if it is, no mere medicine will help you. It may dull your symptoms, it may put you into a mood you prefer to guilt, but it will not touch the root cause. 


In fact, in this case, medicine may actually do more harm than good. Suppose you go to the doctor with pneumonia and instead of antibiotics she prescribes antidepressants. Now, not only will the pneumonia not get better, the unnecessary antidepressants may affect your thinking. And that’s what may happen when we try to medicate what may fundamentally be a spiritual problem. 


Dr. Charles Hodges, M.D. explains in his book, Good Mood, Bad Mood, “Over the last twenty years, there has been a major effort to educate people about depression. The main tenet of that education is that depression and mood disorders are medical problems that require medical treatment. When most people feel depressed today, they go to the doctor in search of a medical answer. Today very few would go to their pastor first and few caregivers would view the Bible as relevant to the problem.” (21)


D. A fourth biblical truth is of great importance for a number of reasons: sin has brought death into the world. Why is this important? Well, it certainly skews the notion of “normal.” What is “normal” in an upside- down world? Is it normal to be happy all the time? No, that’s probably delusional. In fact, sin brought the judgment of God into the world for all people, and after death comes eternal punishment. Few people want to admit that or face up to it, but without Christ, this life doesn’t end well for any of us. There is a storm, a conflagration, a lake of fire waiting for us at the end of the road. And everything we see and experience now is broken, a mere shadow of its former glory. We can see traces of that glory, hints everywhere, but never the fullness. “Normal” for all according to the Bible is frustration, dissatisfaction, or in the words of Ecclesiastes: “Meaningless, meaningless, everything is meaningless.”   


But the foolish, secular world refuses to acknowledge this. And so starting from the wrong place, they cannot arrive at the right destination. 

E. A fifth enormous biblical truth which is completely ignored by the secular world is that Jesus Christ has reconciled his people to God through is righteous life, through his suffering, and through his atoning death on the cross. Now this is one of the most central truths in all of Scripture, not some secondary detail. Could anything be of greater importance or more pressing urgency than this? That dreadful judgment? Cancelled! The soul-chilling power of death? Destroyed! The open-and-shut case God the Judge had against us or our sins? Completely thrown out of court, nullified. This is the good news of the gospel, the good news that the world desperately needs but regularly disregards. 

F.  A sixth related truth is that Jesus Christ has risen from the dead, guaranteeing eternal life to all who trust in him and bringing the power of that resurrection life to bear on our present circumstances. The early believers thought this truth was so significant that they actually re-ordered all of time accordingly. Instead of the old seventh-day Sabbath, they began to worship on the first day, the resurrection day, the Lord’s Day. And the overwhelming flavor of the New Testament faith is one of unbridled joy as we read in 1 Peter 1:3-9:

“3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5  who by God’s power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.

    
6 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7  so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. 8  Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, 9  obtaining the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls.”


Again, the secular world resolutely denies all of this hopeful joy, and for what? For preserving the long- discredited false hope of happiness through the gratification of sinful desires. What a bunch of losers. 


G. And a seventh biblical truth is that God places his almighty Holy Spirit within all who trust in Christ as the Son of God and submit to him as their Lord and Savior. The Holy Spirit indwells God’s people so that we are never alone, but constantly supported and supplied with God’s comfort and strength. And the same Holy Spirit goes to work in us, using the Word of God to renew our minds as we reject the world’s folly and lies and embrace the wisdom and way of God. Of course, the secular world prefers the darkness to God’s light, and so stumbles along in spiritual ignorance until death and the judgment of God bring a piercing and terrifying clarity. But by then it’s too late. 
IV. WHY ARE NOT MORE NON-CHRISTIANS DEPRESSED?

So this leads us to two stunning surprises, unexpected developments that are not altogether unanticipated. 


A. The first surprise, at least to me anyhow, is why more non-Christians are NOT depressed. Only 13% are on antidepressants. Only 25% or so will report MDE’s Major Depressive Episodes in their life. Of course after death, 100% of unbelievers will report Major Depressive Episodes that last forever. 

This is hard to gauge, but probably no more than 15% of the people in North America are sincere Christians (I shortly will argue that that percentage is far smaller). That means that over 85% are not. I would expect that about 85% of the people in our land would be depressed. At least they should be. 


Think of it, all non-Christians are being stalked by a bounty hunter (death) who never misses, but will unfailingly bring them to justice before the throne of God, the God who has seen and heard all of their words, deeds, thoughts, and motives. All non-Christians are living on spiritual death right row, already condemned, not sure when the final judgment will fall. All non-Christians are staggering under a mountain of guilt for all of the shameful things they have thought and said and done, with no relief in sight. All non- Christians are living a degraded and unworthy life of self-seeking, pretending to be better than they really are. And so most all non-Christians are actually living in a delusional fantasy that they know, deep-down, is not true. They must be expending an enormous amount of energy to maintain the lie which they know is not really working. 


In other words, all non-Christians have more than enough cause to be smothered by relentless, paralyzing depression. So why are so few honest enough to realize it? 


B. I think there are some reasons, though they aren’t really important.


1. One reason may be the enduing beauty of God’s world, broken though it is. God’s world offers many joyful pleasures, even to unbelievers. I greatly enjoy God’s world. It’s wonderful!


2. For another thing, people possess a tremendous power to delude and deceive themselves. And the whole world applies significant pressure to pretend, to play along with the masquerade. Almost everybody’s playing this game: woe to the one who asks too many questions or who points out the folly of the emperor’s new clothes.

3. And then there is the deceptiveness of false hope. People regularly think: “My problems will be solved by more prosperity, by more people telling me I’m wonderful, or by losing myself in addictions including the fantasy world of entertainment.” Plus, “If present life is not working, I now have the constitutional right to declare that I am something other than I am, to self-identify as something else for a change, and see how that works. And if all else fails, I can always end my own life painlessly.” 


4. For us in America the relative affluence of our day ensures that we have access to all kinds of distracting pleasures. That may actually explain the rise of depression. Many of the affluent have the ability to speed up the process of trying more stuff and discovering what the writer of Ecclesiastes found, that “under the sun,” apart from God, everything is “meaningless.” Money, wealth, pleasure, and experiences do not really satisfy and the resulting disappointment would surely amplify depression.

5. And many misinterpret God’s kindness and patience as his lack of resolve to act in judgment. Romans 2:3-4 says, “Do you suppose, O man…that you will escape the judgment of God? 4 Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?” Similarly, to the scoffers who say that judgment will never come, as many scoffers are saying today, Peter writes in 2 Peter 3:9: “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.” 

Many non-Christians are foolishly presuming on the kindness and patience of God, but it will come to an end, a dreadful end.   


The other great surprise is one that we will look at after the break: 
V. WHY ARE SO MANY CHRISTIANS DEPRESSED?
<BREAK>

A. Are many Christians depressed? I think so. A 2009 article from Christianity Today I referenced earlier stated: “Studies of religious groups, from Orthodox Jews to evangelical Christians, reveal no evidence that the frequency of depression varies across religious groups or between those who attend religious services and those who do not. So in a typical congregation of 200 adults, 50 attendees will experience depression at some point, and at least 30 are currently taking antidepressants.”


Now I want to push back against that notion. It sounds a lot like the urban legend from years ago that said that Christian marriages were just as awful as non-Christian marriages, and that they failed at the same rate, which is a common, preacher’s scare tactic. Someone checked the research and found that among Christian couples who read the Bible together, attended church together, and prayed together daily, the incidence of divorce was almost zero. 


Sure if you take all those who are Orthodox Jews and include all who profess faith in Christianity or who are church members, that is a significant portion of the population. But how many of these are actual Christians, born again, indwelt by God’s Spirit, and living for God’s glory and not for self? Way back in 1996, Professor David F. Wells did a little calculating. He started with the well-publicized Gallup poll number of 32% of Americans who claimed to be born again. He added to this a few other “modest tokens of commitment such as “Do you go to church with some regularity, do you pray with some regularity, and do you have some minimal structure of formal Christian belief?” When you added those tests, the 32% dropped to 8%. And he found that if you went just a little deeper and asked “Are you regenerate?” and “Do you have a sufficiently cogent worldview to make a difference in society?” and “Do you have a sufficiently formed Christian character to want to do so?” he estimated that the percentage of those kinds of committed Christians in America in 1996 was no more than 1 or 2%. 

What that means is that out of the larger percentage who may profess some kind of belief, perhaps only a handful have grown in their faith and commitment to make any significant difference in their lives. What percentage of those committed and mature Christians suffer from depression? My guess is that it’s a lot less than the national average. 

B. That being said, we can be quite sure that some sincere and solid Christians do struggle with intense sadness, and we have it on the most reliable and indisputable source of all: the Word of God. I want to read to you Psalm 88, a clear confession of someone who has been overwhelmed with sadness to the point of despairing. And I am not willing to suggest that the author was not a true believer or that if he only had more faith he wouldn’t be saying such a thing. Here is Psalm 88: 


O LORD, God of my salvation;  I cry out day and night before you. 2  Let my prayer come before you;  incline your ear to my cry! 

3  For my soul is full of troubles,  and my life draws near to Sheol. 4  I am counted among those who go down to the pit;  I am a man who has no strength, 5  like one set loose among the dead,  like the slain that lie in the grave,  like those whom you remember no more,  for they are cut off from your hand. 6  You have put me in the depths of the pit,  in the regions dark and deep. 7  Your wrath lies heavy upon me,  and you overwhelm me with all your waves. 

8  You have caused my companions to shun me;  you have made me a horror to them.  I am shut in so that I cannot escape; 9 my eye grows dim through sorrow.  Every day I call upon you, O LORD;  I spread out my hands to you. 10  Do you work wonders for the dead?  Do the departed rise up to praise you? 11 Is your steadfast love declared in the grave,  or your faithfulness in Abaddon? 12  Are your wonders known in the darkness,  or your righteousness in the land of forgetfulness? 

13  But I, O LORD, cry to you;  in the morning my prayer comes before you. 14  O LORD, why do you cast my soul away?  Why do you hide your face from me? 15  Afflicted and close to death from my youth up,  I suffer your terrors; I am helpless. 16  Your wrath has swept over me;  your dreadful assaults destroy me. 17  They surround me like a flood all day long;  they close in on me together. 18  You have caused my beloved and my friend to shun me;  my companions have become darkness.

We could turn also to Psalms 42 and 43 where we find the writer fighting his own downcastness, fighting for his life, counseling himself instead to hope in God. Many believers can relate to these dark words of trouble. And we could also think of our Savior in the garden, pleading to be released from drinking the cup of God’s wrath, crying out from the cross in his forsakenness, for our sakes. His was a very natural response of intense sadness and pain to the very worst of situations imaginable. 

But we’ve been released from all that. The dominant note of the New Testament is resurrection and life, hope and abiding joy that propels God’s people into bold and energetic service to God. In view of all that, why are so many Christians, sincere believers sad and perhaps depressed? What may account for it? 

C. There may indeed be some component of “disordered sadness” that involves a physical or bodily ailment or weakness. Medical doctor Charles Hodges, whom I quoted earlier, suggests that medications do help in about 10%. He also points out a study that found that in some cases placebos, fake medicines, actually helped more than antidepressants. 

But by all means, see your doctor. Dr. Hodges goes on to list a dozen or so physical ailments that can cause mood disordering complications, including the side effects of some prescription and over the counter medications. If you cannot seem to shake your sadness, you need a medical checkup. God has made us both physical and spiritual creatures, and some mood and mental disorders may indeed be physically or bodily- based. 

D. But there are also spiritual problems that can cause sadness, including the disappointing effects of living in a fallen world. Remember, Horowitz and Wakefield tie much of our sadness to losses. I can have a day or two darkened by simply losing my keys, even by losing my favorite guitar pick. I was a little blue yesterday because the clouds prevented me from seeing the eclipse, and I don’t think I’ll be alive to see the next!  I literally wept when some time ago my computer crashed and I thought I had lost years and years of work. Of course, you have known other losses, much more significant and severe. Sadness, grief, emotional pain are the normal course of life. Remarkably, the DSM-IV declares that if you lose your spouse or your child and you are still struggling after only two months, you have a disease that needs to be medicated?! In my opinion, that only proves that you are human. We could talk along time about how people are not permitted to grieve properly today. That might be a good subject for a future Summer Seminar. 


Let’s think about some other spiritual problems that can lead to lingering sadness.


1. One is when you forget about the gospel and climb on the moralistic treadmill. The Gospel declares that Jesus Christ has fulfilled for us every requirement God ever had for us. He then went to the cross to pay the eternal death sentence we owed for our sins. He rose again to personally share his forgiveness and the gift of eternal life with all who stop trying to save themselves, and instead, simply trust in his completed work for us. That’s good news. It’s completely liberating, and it infuses us with joy and eagerness to live for Christ and to please our heavenly Father who has accepted and adopted us into his forever family. 


Moralism, in which we try to impress God or pay God back or earn our own way with God, is not good news—it is bad news. Its root is one of pride: “I can live up to God’s standards if I only try hard enough.” The end of moralism is always one of two things. It either produces further pride when we delude ourselves and think we really are doing what God requires. More commonly, it leads to despair, to deep disappointment, because we know that we are not measuring up to God’s righteous standard. 


I recall a brief fling I had with moralism as a young man. Somehow I became convinced that any self-respecting Christian should read ten chapters from the Bible every day. I proudly imagined, “I can do that, because I am a self-respecting Christian.” So I did it…for about two days. And then I missed a day. No problem, I’ll just read twenty chapters tomorrow. But I only made it through five. That meant I had 25 chapters to read the next day. Well, you can see where this is going. Soon I was so far behind, I realized I could never catch up. And I was crushed! I had failed. By somebody’s artificial standard I was not a self-respecting Christian. I worked myself into nervous exhaustion up on the moralistic treadmill.

And that’s the customary result whenever we leave the gospel road and slip into moralism. In truth, we must often, perhaps daily, rehearse the gospel, confessing that I am an unworthy sinner who could never make it on my own, and thanking Christ, daily, for the gift of forgiveness and righteousness and reconciliation. We must practice, daily, the joy and gratitude that accompany gospel living. 


2. And then we should revisit a dynamic that we touched on in our first Summer Seminar this year: the problems that arise when we allow mere desires to grow into demands. And the result of this will only be frustration, disappointment, and interpersonal troubles, and that can lead to lingering sadness. 


The Apostle James writes in chapter 4: “1 What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you?”
Answer? “Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you?” It has nothing to do with those people out there, and has everything to do with the conflict in here. 


The root of the problem is our desires. An important question we must ask ourselves is: “What do I want? What do I desire?” “2 You desire and do not have, so you murder. (Sometimes literally!) You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. 3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. 4  You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.”

The problem is our desires.


Let’s follow the process from desire to the rather explosive reactions of quarreling and fighting.
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The process starts out innocently enough. We have a DESIRE. Perhaps it is only a desire to be loved, affirmed, or appreciated. The truth is that we all have many, many desires. Just take a young child through a department store: they want everything. Some of our desires are right and good, many of our desires are sinful and utterly self-centered. A desire, any desire is only a short step away from a DEMAND. If we want something badly enough and if we can somehow justify it in our own minds, we may imagine that we really need it, and so a desire becomes a demand.


But after time, the demand becomes a general EXPECTATION. Things should be this way. In a rightly ordered universe, when I have a need, it gets met. If it doesn’t then something has gone wrong, and someone is at fault. And this general sense of expectation then leads to one of the worst places on the planet, the dark valley known as “ENTITLEMENT” where I truly deserve this thing I desire. For the valley of entitlement has another name known by all but seldom spoken, it is the place of “excuses.” My unmet desire really excuses all kinds of bad behaviors, from laziness and inaction to recriminations, blaming, and hatred. 


And this sad trail then leads to ASSUMPTION.  Assumption says things “will be” the way I think they should be. Assumption generally sets us up for disappointment, for in a fallen world, things are seldom the way we think they should be or will be. And assumption then creates a general ATTITUDE where “should be” and “will be” become “must be.” And if things must be a certain way, but they are not that way, then we most naturally turn to blame others. 


This creates a necessary RESPONSE to others which is to blame them. If things are not the way they must be, the way we assume they will be, the way we are entitled to have them, the way we expect they should be, the way we demand they should be, the way we desire them to be, then watch out! Somebody’s got to be at fault. There has to be someone to blame. And this inevitably leads to a REACTION, usually an explosive reaction: somebody’s got to pay. 
                                 (Reaction (punish)
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The end result inevitably is disappointment, discouragement, and despair, or deep sadness which may be diagnosed as depression. 

3. And sometimes, for reasons of his own, God causes us to endure difficult trials. And there may be no known cause. But instead, he is pruning us, he is causing us to lay aside the things that encumber and inhibit our walk with him. And we must patiently wait on him as he does his pruning and pounding and shaping work in us, for we can be sure that he is conforming us to the image of his Son, and that his work in us is for our good. 

The point of all this is that even believers may suffer from many disappointment (read “losses”) in life. We don’t live up to our own expectations or the expectations of others (which we shouldn’t be attempting in the first place), and we all live with many unfulfilled desires which we may have allowed to become demands. And these disappointment-losses produce sadness, normal sadness, for which there often is a remedy in the unfailing grace of God.  
CONCLUSION


So, I know this is entirely anecdotal, but let me share with you what help and relief I found when it came to my bouts with seasonal insomnia. It greatly aided me to think through my struggle in light of God’s Word, a biblical look at my…sadness. 


First, I found it very helpful to consider that when I did sleep, even though I slept lightly and often merely dozed, I did get some sleep, perhaps more than I thought I was, maybe even enough. To be sure, I really desired to get good, sound, restful sleep for the whole night and to awaken refreshed and energetic for the new day. That was my desire. 


But far too often, I allowed my desire to become a demand—“I deserved a good night’s sleep.” And then, when I did awaken just after midnight, I got angry. Ever try to sleep when you’re angry? That only made matters worse.


So, by God’s grace, I learned to keep my desire as mere desire, and to thank God for what sleep I did get. I did not deserve a good night’s sleep: I deserved judgment, death, and hell. And what I got was infinitely better than that! And that truth made a difference, even though I still woke up all the time and was sleepy and achy during the day. 

Secondly, the great truth of the sovereignty of God came to my rescue. God never sleeps nor slumbers. So when I was awake at night, he knew all about it. He had determined that for some reason it was best for me to be awake at that time. So I counted that time of suffering as a special summons to pray. And I did a lot of praying in the wee hours of the night. And those times of fellowship with my heavenly Father became very precious to me. Don’t get me wrong, I do love my sleep. As you can see, I dearly need my beauty rest. But knowing that God was in control, that my awakening in the night was no fluke or accident, was very helpful. I found it especially comforting. 


In fact, I remember making a commitment at that point. I told the Lord, “I’m yours, and you know what I need. I would like, but I don’t need, a good night’s sleep. But even if I never sleep again, and wear out completely, and die, I will follow you. You are more precious and desirable to me than sleep. And I know that in glory you promise me the eternal rest that Christ has won for me.” 


If you are suffering from depression, can you make that commitment to your heavenly Father right now? Can you say to him, “Father, you know how painful this is and how much I hate it. But if you want me to endure this, I will. I’m asking for relief, but I’m not demanding it. And if I never really feel good ever again, no matter. I will follow you still, all the way to the end.” Can you give that over to God? He’s been down this road before with many others, and he knows what he’s doing. You can trust him.

Oh, and remember, I also went to the doctor. Because God has made us both body and spirit creatures. And sometimes we can suffer physical ailments that cause us emotional distress. So see your doctor, too. God has given medical doctors wisdom and skill as well, and we should seek God’s help through their ministry. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


