Death: The Final Foe #8

“The Circumstances of Death” part 4

John 8:31-36
This weekend we celebrate the 240th birthday of the United States of America. On July 4, 1776, the Second Continental Congress meeting in Philadelphia ratified what we now know as the Declaration of Independence from Great Britain. The fourth of July has been celebrated as “Independence Day” ever since.

America is proud of its heritage and its liberty. Many of the best-known patriotic songs herald our freedom—from our national anthem’s “land of the free and home of the brave” to “From every mountainside let freedom ring” in “My Country, ‘Tis of Thee”—and one of the iconic images of our nation is the Statue of Liberty standing tall on the New York harbor.

But I have news for you today: America is not independent. More than ever it is apparent that we are a dependent people. And the evidence is hitting close to home.

The Undeniable Symptoms

Let’s first consider the undeniable symptoms of the problem. If you had to describe our current culture in one word, what would it be? The options are many, and good arguments could be made for a number of suggested tags. But I find myself in agreement with Eugene Peterson as he writes, “We live in a nation of complainers and a society of addicts.”
 Perhaps history will remember this era as “The Age of Addiction.” There was a time when the word “addiction” or “addict” was reserved for the abuse of alcohol and drugs. But now we recognize compulsive behavior toward overeating, gambling, smoking, work, pornography…and the list goes on and on.

What do we mean by addiction? Webster defines the term as “A compulsive, overpowering dependence on an object, an action, or a feeling, resulting in major life problems.”
 Another resource defines the word as “any thinking or behavior that is habitual, repetitious, and very difficult or impossible to control regardless of the consequences.” It goes on to add, “Perhaps it is not surprising that addictions have become a major health hazard worldwide and have been called ‘the greatest threat to our nation’s health.’”
 Every year billions of dollars are spent in health care, recovery programs, lost work time, and prisons to house those who break the law to support their habit. Thousands of families are torn apart in the aftermath of loved ones who cannot control their addictions.

Americans did not invent the idea of freedom. Even though we have fought wars for it and built monuments to it, it is not original with us. It began with God, way back in the Garden of Eden when He made Adam and Eve. God made them—and He has made you and me—to enjoy the pleasures and the responsibilities of freedom. How?

· God made us with a mind…that we might think freely.

· God made us with a heart…that we might love freely.

· God made us with a will…that we might obey freely.

There is a downside to all this, however. We are free to make wrong choices—how well we know! And every choice brings consequences—and those are outside our control. In fact, we can continue to make wrong choices for so long we can wind up in our own self-made prison of negative consequences. That prison of our own choosing can hold us in such bondage that we are unable to escape. When that occurs, we experience the ultimate in earthly misery. It is called addiction. If you have ever been in such bondage or worked with someone who is, you know firsthand how horrible an existence it can be. Strange as it may seem, an addiction is the tragic consequence of freedom… freedom out of control…freedom gone to seed.

How bad is this problem? According to The National Center on Alcohol and Substance Abuse (CASA), 40 million Americans ages 12 and older—or more than 1 in 7 people—abuse or are addicted to nicotine, alcohol or other drugs. This is more than the number of Americans with heart conditions (27 million), diabetes (26 million) or cancer (19 million).
 

While these seem to be the “Big Three” when it comes to addictions, many other agents have been added to the list, including food (compulsive overeating and other eating disorders); workaholism, perfectionism, the emphasis on form rather than substance in spiritual matters (legalism or spiritual addiction); erotic fantasy and arousal (sexual addiction); money (compulsive spending, shopping, or hoarding); and co-dependent relationships (often involving the interchangeable relationship roles of victim, victimizer, and/or rescuer). Dependence on these agents crosses an invisible line into the realm of addiction when the reliance is perceived as necessary for survival, identity, or the eradication of mental or emotional pain.
 More recently, video gaming and internet usage have been added to the list of addictions in our society. Erwin Lutzer notes,

Time was when people had to go looking for stimuli that would fulfill their sensual desires; today, the temptations seek us out, they pursue us. Just surf your television channels and you’ll agree that every snare in this book is made attractive in dozens of programs and an endless parade of advertisements. The World Wide Web has much good and helpful information, but it also caters to every perverted passion. Choose your vice, and you can find ways to inflame it, express it, and become addicted to it.

Jean Jacques Rousseau, the eighteenth-century French philosopher, was never more correct than when he said, “Man was born free, and everywhere he is in chains.”
 Our federal government recognizes that heroin is a problem across the country. President Obama says attacking the epidemic is a priority for the administration, and he proposed a $1.1 billion plan to help Americans struggling with heroin or other drugs. Last year, more than 10,000 people in the United States died from heroin overdoses.

Now before you shake your head and think, “Wow, that’s too bad that the inner cities and urban areas of our nation have such a problem,” think again. This is a problem right here in our own back yard. Lil’ ol’ DeWitt County, ranking 68th in population and 73rd in area in the state of Illinois, has this problem in a big way. Six people in our county have died so far in 2016 from heroin-related overdoses already.

DeWitt County Sheriff Jered Shofner wrote an editorial not long ago entitled, “The Evil of Heroin.” In it he wrote,

DeWitt County is the midst of a public health crisis that is destroying lives and devastating families. Drug abuse, and particularly heroin, claims one life at a time. We must realize that in order to turn the tide in this battle, our community must mobilize to save one life at a time.

You may be reading this and thinking that drug abuse has no chance of affecting you. You are wrong. Heroin represents an evil force that threatens you and your family. Many victims first become addicted in a place we all feel safe, with our own doctor. Even though the medical need for opiates fades, the human desire does not. Unable to renew prescriptions, opiate users will beg, borrow, and steal to satisfy the craving.

As president of the Clinton Area Ministerial Association (CAMA), I participate in a task force set up by the sheriff of community leaders looking for ways to reach out to our community to combat this problem. One step in this effort is to inform folks of what is going on and, if you’re like me, you will be astounded with what you are about to hear.

Heroin is a painkiller, a modified version of morphine, developed in the early 1800’s. Believe it or not, heroin was originally thought to be less addictive than morphine and was used in cough medicines for children. In fact, heroin has twice the potency of morphine and is highly addictive.

Heroin faded into the background of popular attention as crack cocaine and meth (short for methamphetamine) captured the headlines. Recently, though, heroin has re-emerged as Latin American cartels have imported increased amounts of purer heroin into the United States. Ten years ago, a standard bag (.1G) of heroin sold for $50-$150 for 2-3 percent purity; today one can obtain the same amount of 7 percent pure heroin for $6-$8 on the street. No wonder that the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported in February of this year that 500,000 Americans are presently addicted to heroin. Thousands of these addicts will die this year—44 a day—to overdoses—more than car accidents!

We might imagine that the average heroin addict is a young person in their teens or twenties, probably from a minority population in an urban setting. And we would be wrong. The average heroin addict is a 32-year-old white male in a suburban or rural area.

We might think that most heroin addicts were first addicted to alcohol, marijuana, or cocaine. Again we would be wrong. Alcoholics are twice as likely to become addicted to heroin as non-alcoholics, marijuana users three times more likely, and cocaine addicts fifteen times so. But the number one gateway to heroin use and addiction is prescription painkillers. (Remember, heroin is an extremely strong painkiller.) Eighty percent of new heroin users first abused prescription drugs. And prescription painkillers are out of control, too. In 1995, the president of the American Pain Society introduced a campaign entitled, “Pain is the Fifth Vital Sign.” Fifteen years later, enough painkillers were prescribed in 2010 to medicate every American around the clock for an entire month! 

You might be wondering, “Why are you talking about this in church? Why now?” We need to be talking about this in church because we are precisely the people who don’t have a clue what is going on around us! I know I didn’t! As area ministers we decided to dedicate one Sunday this year to make our congregations aware of this epidemic going on right in front of us. I chose this Sunday partly because our country’s dependence problem stands in stark contrast to our image as an independent people; and partly because we had just talked last week about the subject of suicide, and heroin addiction is a form of suicide. Heroin-related deaths have increased 400% in the last fifteen years, and even for those who may not overdose and die from it, heroin (and other substance abuse) is what one song calls “Slow Motion Suicide,” in which “you throw your life away each day with cold emotion.”
 Whether it happens all at once or slowly through time, the substance abuser is killing himself or herself…and this is certainly not what God wants for us.
The Underlying Source


We have seen the undeniable symptoms of the problem; now let’s turn to the underlying source of the problem. And here is where I will undoubtedly get in trouble with some people. I agree with John MacArthur who writes, 

These days everything wrong with humanity is likely to be explained as an illness. What we used to call sin is more easily diagnosed as a whole array of disabilities. All kinds of immorality and evil conduct are now identified as symptoms of this or that psychological illness. Criminal behavior, various perverse passions, and every imaginable addiction have all been made excusable by the crusade to label them medical afflictions.


Want an example? An FBI agent was fired after embezzling $2000 and gambling it away in a single afternoon at a casino. He sued, arguing that his gambling addiction was a disability, so his firing was discrimination. He won the case! Moreover, his therapy for the gambling addiction had to be funded under his employer’s health-care insurance.13
Worse yet, the number of people who suffer from such newly identified “sicknesses” is increasing even faster. The therapy industry is clearly not solving the problem of what Scripture calls sin. Instead it merely convinces multitudes that they are desperately sick and therefore not really responsible for their wrong behavior. It gives them permission to think of themselves as patients, not malefactors. And it encourages them to undergo extensive—and expensive—treatment that lasts for years, or better yet, for a lifetime. These new diseases, it seems, are ailments from which no one is ever expected to recover completely.

Such “diseases” are thought to be genetic, thus “natural,” and if it is “natural,” how can it be wrong? Homosexuals say they are “born that way, “ so their behavior must be excused. A kleptomaniac argues that he should not be held responsible for stealing, because he also was “born that way. “ A television program told the story of identical twins who were adopted by two sets of nondrinking parents. Yet both twins, growing up in separate parts of the country, became alcoholics, following the lead of their natural father. This was said to be proof that some alcoholics are “born that way”

So scientists want to find that alcoholic gene, that gambler gene, that adulterer gene, that kleptomaniac gene, and, yes, that homosexual gene. Suppose these mystery genes are found? What conclusion should we draw from that discovery? Actually, if the researchers had read their Bibles, they would already know that all of us were born with selfish, twisted desires. Left to ourselves, we will turn from God, satisfy our lusts, and choose the path that gives us the most pleasure. Yes, we are all “born that way.”

The Bible calls it sin. David wrote in Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.” Romans 3:23 proclaims, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Kyle Idleman observes,

An interesting word, sin. A century or so ago, our vocabulary was rich in synonyms for sin. Words like iniquity. Transgression. Turpitude. Depravity. Reprobation. And my personal favorite: peccancy. New Testament Greek had thirty-three different words for sin. Apparently we once knew our way around that concept….

I read that a few years ago the Oxford Junior Dictionary, having long since scratched out the words listed above, tried to make it a clean sweep by removing the word sin. Supposedly it was an old, decrepit word that now sat in the corner of the vocabulary parlor, rocking in its chair and talking about the old days. Nobody paid attention to that one anymore. Cousin Iniquity and Cousin Turpitude, well, they passed away, and the children don’t come to visit much. Children? Mistake. Unfortunate Choice. And of course, little Boo-boo…
Another word that pinch-hits for sin is disease. It brings a whole no-fault concept with it. I shouldn’t have robbed that bank, but, you know—it’s my disease. I’m wired that way. I have an addiction to entering banks with a gun and taking bags of money.

Can sin be addictive? Absolutely. Nothing is more addictive than sin, which seeks to enslave us. But once we buy into the notion that we’re sinners with no control over our actions, we’ve missed something….

We can wipe sin out of our dictionaries. If only we could wipe it out of our souls. As a culture, we can try to rub out the definition of sin, but the condition isn’t going anywhere. It cracks the whip on just as many slaves—the entire population of the world—as it ever did. If we fail to acknowledge its reality, there can be no mourning. And without mourning there can be no confession. And without confession we miss the richest blessing of God’s forgiveness and grace. So don’t call it a mistake, an addiction, a boo-boo, or “my bad.” Call it sin.

It’s high time we call sin for what it is—sin! I am not in any way discounting true diseases that afflict the body and mind, but I refuse to call addictions a “sickness”; it is a weakness. People become addicted through a series of choices they make that become habits and eventually addictions.
 It is an act of the will, not an abnormality of the body.

Jesus was having a debate with religious leaders in John chapter 8. I want to come back to this passage later, but for now read verse 34: “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” Say what you will about numbers and statistics—Jesus says that everyone who sins is addicted to sin (another word for “slavery”), and that’s everybody! Our community, our country, our entire planet is 100% addicted to sin! We are not all addicted to the same sin, and some of our addictions may be perfectly legal in society, but it doesn’t change the fact. We are all addicted to something!

Peter writes in 2 Peter 2:19 of false teachers, “They promise them freedom, while they themselves are slaves of depravity—for a man is a slave to whatever has mastered him.” Paul writs in Titus 3:3, “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.”

The underlying source of all our addictions is sin. The problem lies not in our chromosomes but in our choices. As Douglas MacArthur said at the conclusion of World War II, “The problem is basically theological and involves a spiritual recrudescence [or, renewal] and improvement of human character. It must be of the spirit if we are to save the flesh.”

Interestingly, when addicts try to change they often substitute one crutch for another. The alcoholic might turn to prescription drugs to deaden his pain; the recovering gambler might find his refuge in alcohol. Sin has a way of coming in clusters, always surfacing under a different name or under a different disguise. Not until we deal with the root, and not just the fruit, will there be lasting transformation.
 As Sheriff Shofner says,

My 27 years of experience in local law enforcement, including 10 years as a full-time narcotics officer, has taught me that the addict has almost zero chance of recovery if we simply arrest them and warehouse them in jail. Law enforcement certainly has a role curbing the supply, but true progress can only be made in the treatment centers, the living rooms, and the churches of our communities. No government program will solve this.

The Ultimate Solution

Now we arrive at the ultimate solution of the problem. Returning to John 8:31-36,

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

They answered him, “We are Abraham’s descendants [Greek “seed”] and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” 

Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”
This echoes Ezekiel 34:27, “They will know that I am the Lord, when I break the bars of their yoke and rescue them from the hands of those who enslaved them.”
The good news I bring today is that if you or someone you care about is in the grip of an addiction—physical, emotional, or mental—I am here to tell you that there is freedom available in Jesus Christ. By calling something an addiction I am not suggesting that we have an excuse for what we’re doing, either because we don’t have the ability to break it, someone else caused it and thus it isn’t our fault, or we have bad genes or a bad environment that set us up for this problem. When we play the “blame game” and fail to take personal responsibility, we rationalize, telling ourselves that change is impossible.
 Addiction is nothing less than our slavery to a particular sin, and this is at root a spiritual problem. And Jesus Christ is the Ultimate Solution.

This last week I came across an old hymn, written by Gottfried Arnold in 1697, entitled, “Thou, Who Breakest Ev’ry Chain.” Listen to these words:

Thou, who breakest ev’ry chain,
Thou who still art ever near,
Thou with whom disgrace and pain
Turn to joy and heav’n e’en here;


Let Thy further judgments fall
An the Adam strong within,
Till Thy grace hath freed us all
From the prison-house of sin.

Jesus offers freedom to all who come to Him. Through Him we can say with Paul in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “Everything is permissible for me—but I will not be mastered by anything.” The importance of support and accountability by caring believers cannot be overstated. They are frequently used by God both to mirror the seriousness of the problem to the addict and to provide the consistent encouragement and strength needed to overcome the addiction.
 But there is hope! We can be free!
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