Whatever Happened to Sin #8

“The Effects of Sin (part 4)”

Lamentations 4


We’ve probably all heard the phrase, “Crime doesn’t pay.”  Considering the scams and swindles that have made some white-collar criminals millions of dollars, we might wonder if that’s true.


Whether it’s true that crime doesn’t pay or not, there is no doubt that crime costs.  This past week I researched just how much certain crimes cost our society.  Joseph Califano, former US Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, published a book entitled, High Society - How Substance Abuse Ravages America and What to Do About It, in which he documents:

· Fetal Alcohol Syndrome: $4 million per child (lifetime); $1.9 billion/year;

· Underage Drinking: $64 billion per year;

· Emergency Room Visits: 1,742,887; $4 billion.;

· College Drinking: $80,000 per college just due to alcohol related vandalism;

· Criminal Justice System Costs: $30 billion for alcohol or drug related crimes;

· Impaired Employees: $28.6 billion for alcohol-related injuries 

· DWI Costs: $230 billion due to highway DWI collisions.

All told the cost of alcohol and drug abuse on our society exceeds one trillion dollars per year.

Earl L. Grinols, an Illinois economist at the University of Illinois-Urbana, in his book, Gambling in America: Costs and Benefits, calculates that gambling costs society $54 billion annually, or $289 in social costs for every $46 of economic benefit.

The cost of incarceration is also staggering.  A recent article reports that 1 out of 31 Americans is in prison, on parole or probation. The price tag for the system borne by the states was $47 billion in 2008.


Not all costs of crime can be measured in dollars and sense. According to Dr. Albert Mohler, president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, “The real cost of pornography is measured in broken lives, broken marriages, broken children, and broken dreams.  In reality, the true cost is spiritual, for pornography destroys the soul.”


Over the past few weeks we have been considering the effects of sin as related in the Old Testament book of Lamentations.  So far we have seen how sin leads to the loss of future, fellowship, and fitness.  In chapter four we see a loss of fortune because of sin. 

Verse one states, “How the gold has lost its luster, the fine gold become dull! The sacred gems are scattered at the head of every street.”  Gold is mentioned again in verse two, while rubies and sapphires are named in verse seven.  Verse five speaks of those who are “delicacies,” which refers to luxury that the people had taken for granted.
  All were lost in the aftermath of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem.

Sin Brings the Loss of Possession 


The forfeiture of fortune by sin brings the loss of possession.  Put simply, a lifestyle of sin comes with a heavy price tag.  Literally. Those who persist in their own ways eventually lose possession of the valued things they surrounded themselves with.


Sometimes this happens through some calamity in which everything is lost suddenly and unexpectedly.  A fire, a flood, a hurricane or a tornado destroys everything in its path.  A lifetime of accumulation can be reduced to ruined rubble in a matter of moments.  (I’m not suggesting that every person who suffers loss due to a natural disaster is being punished by God for some sin.  But sometimes this is the case.)  Our Scripture reading this morning from Zephaniah 1 reflects this truth,

Wail, you who live in the market district; all your merchants will be wiped out, all who trade with silver will be ruined.  At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps and punish those who are complacent, who are like wine left on its dregs, who think, ‘The Lord will do nothing, either good or bad.’  Their wealth will be plundered, their houses demolished. They will build houses but not live in them; they will plant vineyards but not drink the wine. The great day of the Lord is near—near and coming quickly. Listen! The cry on the day of the Lord will be bitter, the shouting of the warrior there… Neither their silver nor their gold will be able to save them on the day of the Lord’s wrath. [1:11-14, 18]


Others may not have their possessions taken from them, but may be themselves taken from their possessions. Someone whose sin lands them in prison is temporarily separated from the things they enjoyed on a daily basis.  More drastically, death takes one away permanently from their earthly possessions.  Jesus taught in Luke 12:16-21,

The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, “What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.” Then he said, “This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I'll say to myself, ‘You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.’”  But God said to him, “You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?” This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.


We are all familiar with the words of Romans 6:23, “The wages of sin is death.”  I recall many years ago hearing that death at its essence means separation.  When it comes to our possessions, the wages of sin is often the separation of them from ourselves. As Chuck Swindoll quips, “I’ve never seen a hearse pulling a U-Haul!”
  We can’t take it with us.
Sin Brings the Loss of Preciousness


But there is another, subtler price of sin when it comes to our fortunes.  Sin brings the loss of preciousness with regard to what we enjoy.  Consider the words of another Old Testament prophet:

Now this is what the Lord Almighty says: “Give careful thought to your ways. You have planted much, but have harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.” [Haggai 1:5-6]


Notice that Haggai does not say that the people were lacking food, drink, clothing, and money.  They had all of these things.  What were they missing?  Fulfillment.  I can’t read these verses without thinking of the old Rolling Stones song, “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction.”  Or the story of billionaire John D. Rockefeller, when asked how much money it took to be happy, replied, “Just a little bit more.”


Sin can so cloud our perspective and limit our enjoyment that the very things we used to find happiness in no longer satisfy.  The music that used to get us through the day just doesn’t strike that internal chord anymore.  Those hobbies that helped us escape the monotony of everyday living now become part of the routine.  The things we treasured don’t seem to matter as much as they used to.


Swindoll relates a historical event to this very truth:

Most of us have read accounts of the sinking of the Titanic. It happened on April 15, 1912, at 2:20 in the morning. Before 3:00, that vast ship hit the bottom. In fact, one account says it was in the bottom in thirty minutes. The ship that seemed impregnable—nothing could cause it to sink! There were on board the Titanic 2,224 people, and 1,515 perished. 

I read an account sometime ago of an unnamed woman who was one of the few blessed enough to find a seat on one of the lifeboats. And as she sat down in the little lifeboat before it went into the North Atlantic, she suddenly remembered something and asked if she could go back to her stateroom just for a moment. She was granted ninety seconds. She jumped out and ran down that deck of the ship as it was already tilted, and turned through the gambling room, ignored all of the coins and all the money available that she could of scooped up. She got into her room and reached over her bed and ignored a couple of diamond rings and very valuable possessions and picked up three small oranges, and ran back to the boat. Now, it seems incredible that ten minutes before she would have preferred a crate of oranges to one diamond ring, but you see Death had boarded the Titanic. One blast of his awful breath had transformed all values. Instantaneously priceless things became worthless and worthless things became priceless. 

That’s what happens when catastrophe strikes. The things you held on to, the things you’re going to find your way through life with, suddenly they’re empty and insignificant. The things you once considered unimportant, all of a sudden they’re everything.


The gold and precious stones had lost their luster.  Jeremiah likens the people of God as “worth their weight in gold” in verses 1-2. They were God’s “first​born,” “my Son,” “my royal priests,” “my chosen,” “my holy nation,” “my treasured possession” (Exodus 4:22; 19:5-6). Israel was meant to be worth gold. Three terms are used for “gold” in verses 1-2: a general term (zahab), “finest gold” (ketem tab), and “pure gold” (paz). They were worth​less now—treated like cracked pots. Broken pottery is the ubiquitous feature of every tell (artificial mound from the accumulated trash of ancient cities) excavated from the an​cient ruins of the Near East. Tossed aside and left like broken potsherds to litter the landscape; what a waste for those who had been worth their weight in gold.
 


The depth of what the people had lost is seen in verse ten, called by one commentator “one of the most gruesome verses in all of Scrip​ture.”
  Swindoll notes,

“The hands of compassionate women boiled their own children; they became food for them because of the destruction of the daughter of my people” (Lam. 4:10).  There was cannibalism within the city; the famine was so great. Now listen, that’s the end of it. Not enough had been said about the end of it. We’re hearing the wrong voice from the media myth man that carries himself as though he can handle life. “That’s the way to live,” he says. Lamentations says, “That’s not the way to live. It won’t satisfy. Your steps will be hunted and haunted by the hounds of Heaven, and God will give you satisfaction [only] when your heart is right with Him.”


Unfortunately, now as well as then, the real culprits are the ones who know better and should have used their influence to make a difference with the people.  Jeremiah writes in verse 13, “But it happened because of the sins of her prophets and the iniquities of her priests, who shed within her the blood of the righteous.”  The religious leaders—today we would refer to the preachers and teachers and Bible scholars—bear much of the blame for the condition of God’s people.  They had soft-pedaled the proclama​tion of the whole counsel of God in favor of what the people wanted to hear. Jeremiah had warned those bleeding hearts time and time again, but they persisted in sugar-coating the truth.


Jeremiah mentioned such in Jeremiah 6:14, “They dress the wound of my people as though it were not serious. ‘Peace, peace,’ they say, when there is no peace.”  Rather than run the risk of turning people off they tell people what they want to hear.  Instead of “speaking the truth in love,” they gloss over the holiness and justice of God and only speak of His love and mercy.


Isn’t God love? Sure He is!  Isn’t God full of grace and mercy? You bet! But God is also holy—He cannot stand sin in His presence—and He is just. Someday He will right all wrongs, and for those in the wrong, that will be a painful process! We cannot be afraid to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth when it comes to sin. It is better to deal with it now than to wait and have God deal with it later!


Some might question whether we should even spend this time talking about material things.  After all, didn’t Jesus Himself say that, “a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” [Luke 12:15]?  That is true, but the Scriptures also teach that God “richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment” [1 Timothy 6:17].  And, like a loving parent, He may take away those things we enjoy if we persist in our disobedience.


Some of us have already paid a steep price with regard to possessions because of sin.  We may have been able to recoup some of that, or perhaps it is gone forever.  Others may feel they have “dodged the bullet” for now, but I warn you: If you maintain your self-centered, sinful ways, it will catch up with you eventually.  Are you willing to pay the price—whatever that might entail—just for “the pleasure of sin for a season”? 
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