Whatever Happened to Sin #7

“The Effects of Sin (part 3)”

Lamentations 3
When I was in high school, I developed a fondness for the writings of Edgar Allen Poe.  I can’t explain why I liked his work—I’m usually not drawn to such dark subjects—but for some reason I was fascinated by his short stories.

One of his most famous works is The Tell-Tale Heart. The main character murders his neighbor and, to cover up his crime, buries the body under the floorboards of his home.  So confident is he that no one will ever know about his deed, when police officers come to question neighbors if they know what happened to the victim, he invites them in and places his own chair above the place where the body was buried!

At first he is calm and cooperative.  But with the passing of time, he becomes more agitated and restless.  He begins to hear a thumping noise—distant at first, but growing in intensity until it pounds inside his head.  Concluding it must be the beating of the old man’s heart, he cannot believe that the officers do not hear it as well, and then figures that they are ignoring the sound in order to mock him.  Finally, as he crosses the line into madness, he confesses his evil deed in order to find relief from the tell-tale heart.

This might seem extreme, but in fact many people suffer as a direct consequence of their actions.  Over the past few weeks we have studied the book of Lamentations under the subject of “the effects of sin.”  In chapter 1 Jeremiah describes the loss of future; last week we saw from chapter 2 how sin causes a loss of fellowship with God and with one another.  In chapter 3, Jeremiah depicts the loss of fitness as an effect of sin.  

Regretting Saps Our Health
Sin leads to guilt, and over time this regretting saps our health.  Doctors are discovering what the Bible taught long ago: Unresolved guilt can have a devastating impact on one’s physical and psychological well being.  Dr. James Dobson writes, 

Few human emotions are as distressing and painful as feelings of guilt and personal disapproval. When at a peak of intensity, self-condemnation gnaws on the conscious mind by day and invades the dreams by night. Since the voice of the conscience speaks from inside the human mind, we cannot escape its unrelenting abuse for our mistakes, failures and sins. For some particularly vulner​able individuals, an internal taskmaster is on the job from early morning until late at night—screaming accusations at his tormented victim. Hospitals for the emotionally dis​turbed are filled with such patients who have been unable to meet their own expectations and are now broken with self-blame and even personal hatred.
 


Listen to the agonizing words of Jeremiah at the beginning of Lamentations 3:

I am the man who has seen affliction by the rod of his wrath. He has driven me away and made me walk in darkness rather than light; indeed, he has turned his hand against me again and again, all day long. He has made my skin and my flesh grow old and has broken my bones…. Like a bear lying in wait, like a lion in hiding, he dragged me from the path and mangled me and left me without help. He drew his bow and made me the target for his arrows. He pierced my heart with arrows from his quiver [Lam. 3:1-4; 10-13].

In these words Jeremiah portrays the physical suffering brought on by sin.  We might be tempted to think of direct consequences from certain behaviors, such as cirrhosis of the liver from abusing alcohol or lung cancer from prolonged smoking, as fitting into this category.  But it goes beyond that.  Guilt itself saps our physical health.  Consider the testimony of David in Psalm 32:3-4,

When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.


There is no record that David suffered from any disease or disability following his affair with Bathsheba and murder of her husband.  But the longer he kept holding on to his sin, the worse his physical health became.  Had David gone to Dr. House for diagnosis, all of the tests run would have come back negative.  There was no biological cause for his suffering.  It was guilt over sin that had not been dealt with.


Dr. Bob Smith, a practicing physician, writes, “Poor health may thus be the result of disobedience of God. So, the first cause of illness has to do with the sin of Adam and the specific sins that come as a result.”
  This does not mean that every sickness or disease is a direct result of the sin of the individual.  (Don’t forget about Job and the blind man of John chapter nine!)  But if we find ourselves in poor health—particularly if there doesn’t seem to be a logical reason for it—it might be a good idea to take a spiritual inventory.  James 5:14-16 is a controversial passage for some Christians, but maybe we’re missing the forest for the trees:

Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective [emphasis added].


Instead of arguing over what the phrase “anoint him with oil” means for us today, maybe we should pay more attention to the link between spiritual and physical health.  Again, the word “if” is important—if he has sinned, he will be forgiven—so it is not necessarily a matter of sin leading to sickness.  But sometimes it is, so why not examine that part of our lives to see if we are suffering physically due to a spiritual problem.


Not only do people suffer physically because of sin, but psychologically as well.  Consider these words of Jeremiah from Lamentations 3:

He has besieged me and surrounded me with bitterness and hardship. He has made me dwell in darkness like those long dead. He has walled me in so I cannot escape; he has weighed me down with chains. Even when I call out or cry for help, he shuts out my prayer. He has barred my way with blocks of stone; he has made my paths crooked… I became the laughingstock of all my people; they mock me in song all day long. He has filled me with bitter herbs and sated me with gall. He has broken my teeth with gravel; he has trampled me in the dust. I have been deprived of peace; I have forgotten what prosperity is. So I say, “My splendor is gone and all that I had hoped from the Lord.” I remember my affliction and my wandering, the bitterness and the gall. I well remember them, and my soul is downcast within me [Lam. 3:5-9; 14-20].

Notice the emotional images here: bitterness, darkness, isolation, humiliation, and shame.  Verse 17 is eloquently tragic, “I have been deprived of peace; I have forgotten what prosperity is.”  Times get so bad we forget what it was like when times were good.

Others in Scripture come to mind in this category. King Saul seemed to suffer from some form of mental illness, probably stemming from guilt over his mistreatment of his son Jonathan and his successor to the throne, David.  Certainly Judas Iscariot provides a tragic example of the psychological damage of guilt, which led him to take his own life.


Does this apply today?  More and more experts in the field of mental health are giving credence to the impact of guilt on the mind.  Paul Martin writes in an article entitled, “Sin, Guilt, and Mental Health,”

One definition of psychiatry is, significantly, “treatment of souls.” A growing measure of responsible opinion argues convincingly that had religion been doing the job it should have done, psychiatry would never have arisen as a profession. Proponents of this view say that the problem is generally not a guilt complex. The problem is guilt. Depression, anxiety, hostility, fear, tension and, in more serious cases, psychosis are really ailments of the conscience—symptoms that result from violating the conscience’s promptings and refusing to live honestly and responsibly.

Many years ago, a London psychiatrist told Billy Graham that, in his opinion, 70 percent of those in mental institutions could be released imme​diately if they could find forgiveness—release from their tor​menting guilt!
  Not everyone who suffers from guilt winds up in a mental institution; many end up in church pews on Sunday morning!  But the long-term effects of guilt can be debilitating both physically and psychologically.  Regretting saps our health!

Remembering Sets Our Hope


If the verses we read from Lamentations 3 were the last words in the chapter, this would be a sad song, indeed!  But midway through the song the tone changes.  To use a musical term, the tune is transposed from a minor key to a major one.  Notice the change in verses 19-21,

I remember my affliction and my wandering, the bitterness and the gall. I well remember them, and my soul is downcast within me. Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope…

From the opening line of chapter three until verse 20, the tone of this song goes from bad to worse.  With those final five words of verse 20, “my soul is downcast within me,” the prophet has reached rock bottom.  That same Hebrew word translated “downcast” is found in Psalms 44:25, “For our soul is bowed down to the dust.”  How graphic!  We’ve sunk so low that we’re dragging along the ground.  Ever felt that way?  Ever felt so low that you can’t even walk; you just sort of slither on the ground like a snake?


But Jeremiah doesn’t stay there.  One four-letter word at the end of verse 21 changes everything: hope.  As Walter Kaiser writes, “Like a pool of light in the midst of the thickest darkness, this chapter rises above all others in the hope and consolation it offers.”
  


Hope is a key theme throughout the Scripture, but we need to distinguish what the Bible means by the word from how our modern society uses it.  When the Bible speaks of hope, it is not hope as a wish with a very slight degree of certainty that we will ever obtain or receive anything; this hope carries solid confidence and the highest degree of cer​tainty. Why? Because it is well-grounded in the God of all grace, mercy, and faithfulness.
  Jeremiah goes on in verses 22-23, the most familiar passage in the book of Lamentations: “Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”  The classic hymn we sang earlier is based on these words.

This is what makes this hope so incredible.  Jeremiah begins this passage lamenting the loss of everything dear to him. He has not received what he expected from the Lord (v. 18). By the end of this passage, however, hope has replaced bitterness and despair. In verse 25, Jeremiah says that the Lord is good to those whose hope is in Him. What transforms Jeremiah’s perspective? His circumstances have not changed. The difference in Jeremiah’s outlook is the difference between hoping for something from the Lord and hoping in Him.
 

The key for Jeremiah (and for us) comes down to a decision.  After voicing his despair, Jeremiah chose to remember what he knew was true about the God he served. He knew what God had promised, and what His character was like. He focused on these things instead of allowing his emotions to drive him to despair.
  Rather than allowing his heart (the emotions) to dictate, he chose (an act of the will) to concentrate his mind (the intellect) on what he knew about God instead of how he felt about his circumstances.


Another Scripture that reflects this is Psalm 42. In verse six the psalmist admits, “My soul is downcast within me,” just as Jeremiah’s soul was “downcast.”  Following verses echo the same physical, psychological, and spiritual suffering as the first part of Lamentations 3.  Yet in verse 11 the psalmist says to himself, “Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God.” If you talk to yourself, some people may look at you like you’re weird.  Let ‘em look.  Sometimes it is necessary to talk sense to ourselves, especially when our emotions try to gain control.


This is easier said than done.  One writer shares his own experience:

Learning to place my hope in God in this way has been difficult for me. I often evaluate my walk based on my how much I feel His compassion and faithfulness. When I navigate by feelings instead of revealed truth, I quickly sail into dangerous waters. My feelings are based on a limited and skewed perspective of reality. They create a self-centered and inaccurate understanding of who He is and how He wants to relate to me. Slowly I’m learning to seek Him on the basis of what He says is true about Himself, not what I feel. Like Jeremiah, I need to actively recall the truth of who God is. The only accurate picture of Him is found in His Word. When disappointment seems more crushing than I can bear, the Word of God helps to realign my perspective by reminding me of the call to love and serve others.

Consciously remembering the truth about God from His Word can set our hope in spite of adverse circumstances around us.

Repenting Strengthens Our Heart


In remembering the truth about God, Jeremiah also reflects upon the sinful condition of the people.  After his profound statement on the faithfulness of God he writes,

I say to myself, “The Lord is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.” The Lord is good to those whose hope is in him, to the one who seeks him; it is good to wait quietly for the salvation of the Lord. It is good for a man to bear the yoke while he is young. Let him sit alone in silence, for the Lord has laid it on him. Let him bury his face in the dust—there may yet be hope. Let him offer his cheek to one who would strike him, and let him be filled with disgrace. For men are not cast off by the Lord forever. Though he brings grief, he will show compassion, so great is his unfailing love. For he does not willingly bring affliction or grief to the children of men [Lam. 3:24-33].


Jeremiah moves from God’s character to man’s corruption.  Since God is holy and just, He punishes sin. Since God is loving and merciful, He does not destroy His children; He disciplines them.  That being said, the prophet calls his people to repent:

Let us examine our ways and test them, and let us return to the Lord. Let us lift up our hearts and our hands to God in heaven, and say: “We have sinned and rebelled and you have not forgiven… I called on your name, O Lord, from the depths of the pit. You heard my plea: “Do not close your ears to my cry for relief.” You came near when I called you, and you said, “Do not fear.” O Lord, you took up my case; you redeemed my life [Lam. 3:40-42, 55-58].


When we are suffering from guilt over unrepentant sin, we can either complain about our situation or we can change our ways to move out of God’s woodshed.  When we persist in our disobedience, God will persist in our discipline.  But God is no sadist; He longs to forgive and restore us, if we are willing.  

Repentance strengthens our heart.  As Martin encourages us, 

We can change the past by dealing with it consciously and positively in the present. As the process continues, we will gradually know growing sanity, stepped-up vitality, greater health and vastly expanded usefulness. With the present no longer a hostage of the past, we begin to live effectively and joyously in the moment.


It is one thing to find ourselves under God’s correction; it is another thing to stay there indefinitely.  Suffering is only beneficial if we learn from it and move forward.  There is nothing spiritually commendable about staying in sin and the suffering it brings.  Sin brings guilt, and guilt saps our health—physically, psychologically, and spiritually.  If we would remember the truth about God in those times, we would find hope beyond our misery.  If we would repent from our sin and accept God’s forgiveness, we would find our strength return once again.
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