Beating the Blahs #1

“Identifying the Issue”

selected Scriptures

This evening we launch a study on something very common in our experience, especially during this time of year. I had thought of calling this series “Beating the Blues,” which would have made some Chicago Blackhawks fans very happy, but I have some good friends who root for the St. Louis Blues hockey team, and they would not be very happy with that title! So we’re calling this “Beating the Blahs.”

The true focus of these messages is depression. Both Christian and secular experts agree that depression is epidemic. One of every 18 adults suffers from depression, a problem that seems to be on the rise. The frantic pace of life in our society, combined with a breakdown of traditional values, is taking its toll. Life is too uncertain, and its many disappointments create an appalling sense of loss. Many losses are tangible, such as jobs and friends. More significant are our abstract losses of security, personal worth, and control. As a culture, we may well have entered our own emotional “Great Depression.”
 

The economic cost of depression in the United States is estimated in excess of $210 billion a year.
 Estimating the emotional and human costs of serious depression both in the lives of those suffering and in the lives of the millions more family members and friends who are affected is impossible. 

In the past, depression was always associated with a major mental breakdown and seemed to be restricted to a few poorly adjusted, usually anonymous, persons. Now it has assumed a real, familiar, and very personal identity. It is found with frightening regularity in ourselves, our relatives, and our friends. Depression is no respecter of age, sex, or occupation. We are seeing an alarming increase in childhood depression. No longer is it just a problem of middle or later life. 

Nothing is as tough to fight as depression. For some it comes swiftly, often arriving unannounced. For others it creeps up subtly over many months. When we finally realize we are in its grasp, it has already sapped our strength to fight it and fogged our minds to understand it. It knocks us flat before we have a chance to put up a defense. 

Strangely enough, only about one-third of those seriously depressed will actually seek treatment. Some don’t know they can be helped. Some don’t accurately label what they’re feeling. Most don’t seek treatment because they’re too depressed and feel too helpless and hopeless to believe they can get better. Many choose to “tough it out” for months or even years rather than get treatment. 

Among these untreated depressed persons are, of course, many Christians. They don’t realize that with the right sort of treatment, they could probably bounce back in a matter of weeks, and many could prevent any reoccurring episodes of depression. Their failure to get help is sad.

Depression is America’s number one health problem. Psychiatrists see more people suffering from depression than from all other emotional problems put together. According to one estimate about twenty million persons in America between the ages of eighteen and seventy-four are currently depressed. Depression is the leading cause of suicide; in fact about 15 percent of those people who are significantly depressed will eventually commit suicide. Suicide is the tenth leading cause of death in America today, and it is the second leading cause of death among college students. Suicide is uniquely a human problem. Animals may kill other animals, but they do not kill themselves. Only man kills himself! Depression occurs two times more often in females than males, and it occurs three times more often in higher socio-economic groups. Money definitely does not buy happiness! Depression occurs most often in the fourth and fifth decades of life, but may occur during any stressful period from infancy to old age.
 As a result, the study of depression is one of the most active research areas in the field of abnormal psychology.

Depression has been described as “an ache in the soul that crushes your spirit.” Depression is a complex, yet common, physical, emotional and spiritual struggle. It is so prevalent that it has been called the “common cold” of psychological disorders. Many people will have at least one serious bout of depression in their lifetimes, and all will experience some symptoms of depression due to poor physical health, negative circumstances, or their spiritual condition.
 And yet, only one in four people will seek help for depression at some time in their lives.

Depression is a common experience among Christians.
 Yet too many Christians live in denial about their own depression, thinking that if they were spiritually mature then they would never have to struggle like the rest of us. Consequently, they don’t reach out to others, or seek the help they need. It is actually shameful in some “Christian” communities to be sad or depressed. “You must be living in sin” is the subtle, deceptive assumption. Such erroneous or simplistic thinking causes depressed people to clam up and hide their true feelings instead of believing the truth and walking in the light.

Depression is a serious problem in today’s world. It is costing employers millions of dollars because their employees either are not on the job, or, if they are on the job, they are not productive. It is costing families their happiness, and in too many instances, depression is costing lives. Many people commit suicide in the vise of depression when all hope and all reason for living are squeezed out of them!

Depression impacts all kinds of people, including those who have been successful. For example, it is believed President Abraham Lincoln and Prime Minister Winston Churchill both suffered from depression. Spiritual leaders like Martin Luther, John Bunyan, Charles Haddon Spurgeon, J. B. Phillips and Mother Teresa are believed to have suffered from depression.
 Not all depression is the same, and through these sermons I hope to identify common causes and cures for this problem.
The Basic Meaning of Depression

Let’s begin with the basic meaning of depression. Depression is defined by Webster’s dictionary as “the state of…dejection, as of mind…a lowering of vitality of functional activity…an abnormal state of inactivity and unpleasant emotion.”

Depression is considered a mood disorder because its predominant feature is a disturbance in mood. (Your mood is your emotional state.) In ancient writings, the earliest reference to what is meant by our word “depression” is the word melancholia (literally “black bile”). The assumption was that the melancholy person had an excess of black bile, which resulted in depression. Depression is often an umbrella term that covers dark feelings ranging from “down-in-the-dumps” disappointment to utter desolation.

Depression can be seen as a symptom, a disease, or a reaction. As a symptom, depression is part of the body’s warning system, calling attention to something that’s wrong. It alerts us to the fact that there has been a violation of some sort. Something is missing or lost. It can also be a symptom of something physically wrong. Depression accompanies a wide variety of physical disorders, such as influenza, cancer, and certain disturbances of our endocrine system. 

But depression is also a disease in itself. In its most severe form, the psychotic depressions, it is an illness category all its own. Known as a major depression, it has two forms: unipolar depression (one just gets severely depressed) and bipolar depression (alternating manic and depressed moods). 

Finally, depression can be a reaction to what is going on in life, or more specifically, to significant losses one experiences. This last form is known as reactive depression. It’s the kind most people have to contend with in their daily lives. If we are emotionally healthy, we deal with those losses promptly, and the depression is short-lived. If we’re not, the depression lingers and may even get worse or chronic.

The National Institute of Mental Health has defined depression as:

…a whole body illness, involving your body, mind, and thoughts. It affects the way you eat and sleep, the way you feel about yourself, and the way you think about things. A depressive disorder is not a passing blue mood. It is not a sign of personal weakness or a condition that can be willed or wished away. People with a depressive illness cannot merely pull themselves together and get better, Without treatment, symptoms can last for weeks, months, or years. Appropriate treatment, however, can help over 80 percent of those who suffer from depression.

Notice how depression is not merely mental or emotional; it involves (using our terms from the morning series) body, soul, and spirit. This leads to our next point…

The Broad Manifestations of Depression

Let’s now consider the broad manifestations of depression. Depression is a psychological condition that impacts the whole person: body (the physical), soul (the mind, will, and emotions), and spirit (the source of our deepest inner needs for love, significance, and security…and the need for God Himself).
 Depression is more than a bad mood; it involves our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Our entire being, even our spiritual nature, will be impacted when we are depressed.
 Depression is related to personality structure, physical makeup, body chemistry, glandular functions, emotional patterns, and learned feeling-concepts.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones was both a medical doctor and an ordained minister in Great Britain in the twentieth-century. He wrote a book entitled Spiritual Depression (to which I will refer throughout this series) in which he writes about “the wholeness of the Christian life, the balance of the Christian life.” He goes on to explain, 

It is a life in which one has ‘obeyed’—there is the will—‘from the heart’—there is the emotion, the sensibility—‘the form of doctrine’ which came to the mind and to the understanding. In describing the Christian the thing he is emphasizing is that there is a wholeness about his life. The whole man is involved, the mind, the heart and the will, and a common cause of spiritual depression is the failure to realize that the Christian life is a whole life, a balance life.

Not only does depression affect every aspect of our being, but it can find its cause in the body, soul or spirit. 

Depression sometimes has a physical cause. You will remember how discouraged the prophet Elijah was after his battle on Mount Carmel. What he needed was some sleep, some good food, and a new vision of the greatness of God. Tenderly the Lord cared for Elijah, helped him rest and gain strength, and then the Lord recommissioned him for service. Many of us have had days of discouragement and despair because we have overworked, even in the service of the Lord! No wonder Jesus encouraged His disciples to come apart and rest awhile. If we are not careful, poor health habits can lead us into depression.

Sometimes depression is the result of a spiritual attack of Satan. He is the accuser and the destroyer. He knows when to attack us and what weapons to use. He likes to remind us of our failures and our past sins. He tries to get us to look at ourselves so much that we forget to look to Christ; and the result is almost always a feeling of guilt and failure and despair.

Some depression has a psychological cause. Some people seem to have a personality that is naturally gloomy and pessimistic. Instead of trying to change this, they give in to it, and gradually they develop a pattern of defeat and depression. What they need is a competent Christian counselor to help them with their personality weaknesses.

We have learned that the human psyche, or soul, consists of the intellect (mind), emotions (heart), and volition (will). Depression affects all three components of personality:

· Emotions. Depression can bring sadness, sometimes for no apparent reason; low self-esteem often accompanied by self-criticism and feelings of guilt, shame, worthlessness, and helplessness; pessimism and hopelessness; and sometimes irritability, so the person is more prone to impatience and loss of temper.

· Intellect. Depressed people frequently have negative thoughts. In their minds they ruminate on their own incompetence and lack of worth. Many experience difficulties in concentration, problems with memory, pessimism, guilt, self-criticism, self-condemnation, and sometimes thoughts of self-destruction.

· Will. Apathy and a sense of inertia are common, so the person lacks motivation and finds it difficult to get motivated or to face decisions. Also common are loss of spontaneity, social withdrawal, and constant complaining. In more extreme cases, there may be a neglect of personal appearance and hygiene. Work productivity goes down and household responsibilities are neglected.

Depression is a devastating illness that affects the total being—physically, emotionally, and spiritually. The emotional pain of depression is more severe than the physical pain of a broken leg. Unlike a broken leg, however, the pains of depression come on much more gradually. Many men and women are currently suffering from numerous symptoms of depression without even realizing that they suffer from depression rather than from some purely physical illness.

Depression is not in and of itself mental illness. In fact, most depressions are not forms of mental illness. Only the severest should be called that.Often depression is a biological illness. But when it is severe enough to disrupt an individual’s life, preventing him or her from working and/or threatening life, it certainly would be considered a mental illness. Most of us, though, will suffer from “normal” depressions, and it would be inappropriate to label ourselves as mentally ill.

It is critically important to realize that sadness or other factors in the emotional state of depression are not the cause, but the symptom. Treating the symptom only brings temporary relief at best. Any treatment for depression must focus on the cause, not the effect. The goal is to cure the disease, not the resulting pain. The cause could be physical, mental or spiritual. In one sense, though, it doesn’t make any difference whether the precipitating cause for depression is physical, mental or spiritual. Depression affects the whole person, and a complete cure requires a holistic answer. Like any other sickness of the body and soul, depression is a whole-life problem that requires a whole-life answer.

The Biblical Mindset on Depression

Finally, let’s look at the biblical mindset on depression. You won’t find the word “depression” or “depressed” in the Bible per se, but the concept is present in Scripture. Perhaps the first account of depression is recounted in Genesis 4:6-7, in which we read of Cain feeling alienated and rejected: “Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you- must master it.”
 Depression has been discussed since the time of Job. Ever since the symptoms were first recorded, they have remained the same. The Bible records the depressive symptoms of such men as Job, Moses, Elijah, David, and Jeremiah.
 Some elements of depression are even evident in Jesus when He prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane. 

Depression need not be an awful word with such powerful, negative connotations. We usually think first of mental illness, psychiatric hospitals, psychiatrists. Most people have heard the word depression, but figure it’s one of those things that happens to someone else, not to them. There is an inner reluctance to even use the dreaded word, even long after experiencing the initial symptoms warning that things are not quite right. We would rather say that we have the flu, fatigue, even the bubonic plague, than to suggest that we are depressed.

Admitting feelings of depression is especially difficult for the Christian. We are prone to feelings of shame and self-doubt if we admit to having symptoms of depression. Of course, this only makes matters worse. But, the truth of the matter is that Christians can become depressed too, and there is no reason for self-condemnation. Condemnation, shame, and self-doubt do not help to get on with the task of healing.
 Depression is a serious thing, and we must know how to handle it.

I would like to end this introductory study on a positive note, and that is: Depression is treatable, temporary, and not the way you have to live your life.
 There is victory in Jesus over all forms of depression. 

Consider David in Psalms 42:11, “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.” Yes, he was depressed, but he was confident that he would yet praise his God.

Consider Jeremiah in Lamentations 3:20-23, “I well remember them, and my soul is downcast within me. Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: 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.” He was depressed by all he saw around him, yet he found hope in the Lord.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 7:6 of “God, who comforts the downcast…” He is the ultimate Counselor, Comforter, and Healer of damaged bodies, minds, and hearts. Whatever may be causing them, we can be beating the blahs in our lives, if we allow Him to work within us.
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