Beating the Blahs #3

“Heart Hurts”

selected Scriptures

“Depression hurts.”

So starts the television commercial advertising a new drug for depression. While I cannot vouch for the veracity of their claims about the medication touted, I can say they are correct in this two-word statement.

Depression hurts. 

And hurt is a feeling.

Tonight I want to consider “Heart Hurts,” or the emotional side of depression. We will consider the broad range of emotional depression, then in the following weeks take a look at some specific realms of this and what we can do about it, based on what we learn tonight. There is a lot of overlap with our morning series on What It Means to be Human; in fact, what we will see tonight will come up in the final message of that series.

Emotional Symptoms of Depression

Let’s begin with the emotional symptoms of depression. The most dominant symptoms of depression are emotional.
 I am certain you will recognize most, if not all, of these.

Sadness
Depression is most commonly characterized by a deep sadness. Joylessness and gloom become a way of life to the depressed. It is so deeply etched on his heart that it shows on his face. You will look in vain for a smile on the face of the depressed. When he is discouraged, joy and merriment fail to bring him pleasure. As the depression increases, he loses all ability to respond to humor and may become resentful at the joy of those around him.

The “blahs” seem to creep up slowly, and bring with them a spirit of heaviness. Crying and brooding or just “being in a funk” are common in depressed people. Some can hardly control the steady stream of tears. Jeremiah writes in Jeremiah 9:1 “Oh, that my head were a spring of water and my eyes a fountain of tears! I would weep day and night for the slain of my people.” Proverbs 15:13 adds, “A joyful heart makes a cheerful face, but when the heart is sad, the spirit is broken.”

Anxiety, fear, worry

The feelings of loneliness and despair that grow during depression lower the fear threshold. Everything becomes an excuse to worry. The individual will fear being left alone, although he may disguise it. He will flee the past and shrink from the future. Not uncommon is a strong apprehension of death.

Irritability and Low Frustration Tolerance
Depressed people have very little emotional reserve. Small things tick them off, and they are easily frustrated. They have a low tolerance level for the pressures of life, and can be frequently heard saying, “I can’t deal with that right now,” or “I just can’t take it any longer.” One lady I was counseling said what others feel also: “How can I plan for tomorrow when survival for the day is at the top of my list?”

At first it may be directed at others, a person who has rejected or insulted him. Later it is turned inward at himself because he believes that he caused the rejection. It is not uncommon to hear a depressed person mutter, “I hate myself,” or “I get so disgusted with myself.”

Eventually they resent individuals who feel good, resist those who try to activate them, and may lash out furiously at routine household noises. Music that normally soothes them may produce discomfort. They can even become agitated at the interest of their friends, for they don’t feel worthy of someone else’s time and concern.

Isolation and Withdrawal
This may lead to isolation and withdrawal. It is common to see people who suffer with depression pulling away from other people. They feel embarrassed to be with people when they feel so low. They don’t want to be a wet blanket in the group and drag others down by their depression. Although some may think that isolation is a viable short-term solution, avoiding people often adds to the downward spiral of depression.

Often this begins with a lessening of their love for their spouse or children and grows until they really do not care about themselves, about others or about anything. This is a most harmful emotional state, induced by a faulty thinking pattern of self-occupation. Unless it is changed the depression will increase.

Despair
Despair is the absence of hope. Despair sees no light at the end of the tunnel, no hope at the end of the day and no answers for the endless round of questions that plague the mind of the depressed.
 They feel trapped by their circumstances and can envision no way out. Their past is filled with rejection and grief, their present becomes anguish personified, and their gloomy outlook on the future contemplates no solution. Unless someone can inject hope into their thinking apparatus, the depression will gradually deepen.

Dr. Larry Crabb points out that, five emotions—anxiety, resentment, guilt, despair, and a vague sense of emptiness—are basic, and that all other negative emotions are either shadings or derivatives of these basic feelings.
 In the chart that we looked at this morning, these are the results of unsuccessful attempts to meet the basic personal needs of security and significance because we are trying to satisfy them with something other than God.

Emotional Sources of Depression

If these are the emotional symptoms of depression, what are the emotional sources? I believe there are external and internal sources for such.

Externally, we may identify a few such as

· Loneliness

· Failure

· Monotony

This is by no means exhaustive, but in the next few weeks we will examine each one and how we can deal with them, using what we learn tonight as a pattern.

Internally, we can see sources of depression from faulty thinking and behaving. The process begins with a basic assumption: “[Something or someone] will make me significant or secure.” (Of course, as we saw this morning, anything other than a relationship with God through Jesus Christ will fail to satisfy these needs.) Based on this assumption, we set goals and objectives, which shapes our behavior to meet those goals. 

People pursue irresponsible ways of living as a means of defending against feelings of insignificance and insecurity. In most cases these folks have arrived at a wrong idea as to what constitutes significance and security. And these false beliefs are at the core of their problems. Wrong patterns of living develop from wrong philosophies of living. “As [a man] thinks in his heart, so is he” (Proverbs 23:7). The obvious problem may be one’s behavior, but the core issue is one’s beliefs. You will not correct the problem by insisting on responsible behavior. A change in thinking is required.

And it may go beyond a mere change in thinking; a change in attitude may be necessary. “What’s the difference between thinking and attitude?” Good question! An attitude is a firmly held assumption or belief, usually learned in an emotional climate and therefore charged with strong affective components. In other words, a person’s basic assumption of what he needs to be significant or secure is more than merely an academic opinion. As we might say in everyday language, an attitude is something a person “really believes.” Because assumptions are believed emotionally, changing attitudes requires far more than simply identifying wrong assumptions and stating biblical alternatives.

Emotional Solutions of Depression

When it comes to emotional solutions of depression, we need to reject simplistic ideas. A depressed person cannot just “snap out of it!” Emotions are not something that can be turned on and off like a switch. You cannot “talk sense” to your feelings and have instant results. In fact, the way to deal with the feelings of depression is to not try to deal with the feelings at all! Only by changing other things—our thinking which leads to our behavior—will our emotions begin to change.

Once we have identified problem thinking that have led us to our depressed state, we must clarify biblical thinking.
 In other words, we must tell ourselves the truth.
A terrific example of this is found in Psalm 42-43, which I believe was originally one psalm.
 Psalm 42 begins with familiar words:

As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God? My tears have been my food day and night, while men say to me all day long, “Where is your God?” These things I remember as I pour out my soul: how I used to go with the multitude, leading the procession to the house of God, with shouts of joy and thanksgiving among the festive throng.

We sing the first verse in the beautiful chorus, but I don’t think that was the attitude of the psalmist when these words were originally penned. These are words of desperation and despondency. The psalmist here is depressed! If you’re still not sure of that, consider verse 5 (which is repeated verbatim in verse 11 and Psalm 43:5): “Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me?” Chuck Swindoll notes, “This talks about those days when we feel like curling up in the fetal position and quitting!”

Warren Wiersbe points out that there are 51 personal pronouns in Psalms 42 and 43. The writer uses “I” 14 times, “me” 16 times, and “my” 21 times. He mentions “God” only 20 times, and once he mentions “the Lord.” He observes, “We get the impression that life was a mirror, and the writer was looking only at himself.” Then he adds,

Certainly there are various causes for depression, some of them physical, but basically, depression is selfish. You can see this illustrated in the experience of the psalmist… It is easy to see that self lies at the heart of the writer’s complaint. He wants his plans to be fulfilled, his feelings improved, his questions answered. He is so busy looking at himself that he forgets to look at God!

Christians often have such feelings, give in to them, and make others miserable as they grind their way through the process. This song is designed to help us overcome these feelings of inner turmoil rather than “churn” our way through life.

How do we do this? Go back to that phrase repeated three times, especially after he asks the opening questions: “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.”
In short, the psalmist talks to himself.
 I know that sounds like a definition of a crazy person, but this is actually the key to victory. He talks to himself. In fact, he gives himself a good talking to! He will not give in to his moods. He takes himself in hand and reproaches himself for his depression. He recognizes that his soul is “full of heaviness,” weighed down as by a crushing burden, and inwardly “disquieted” like the raging of the sea. “But why?” he asks himself. Within his repeated self-questioning is an implied rebuke. 

Instead of answering his own questions, or excusing himself, he immediately prescribes the remedy: he must “hope” or trust in God. Here is where we clarify biblical thinking. This is where the mind comes in. We focus our attention on facts, not feelings. And this is done by an act of the will—we must choose to focus on these facts. John Stott writes,

We must give up his introspection and self-pity, our wistful reminiscences and our pained resentment at the mockery of our enemies. The cure for depression is neither to look in at our grief, nor back to our past, nor around at our problems, but away and up to the living God. He is our help and our God, and if we trust him now, we shall soon have cause to praise him again.

When we do this, life will not be a mirror in which we see only ourselves; it will be a window through which we see God.
 This is how we can conquer those feelings rather than succumb to them.

Another example of this is Lamentations 3:19-24, where Jeremiah writes,

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: 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. I say to myself, “The Lord is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.” 

We initially see his feelings—the word “downcast” is used once again—in verses 19-20. But then we see a change: “Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope.” Our heart feels whether we want it to or not (often times we would rather it didn’t!) But our mind is under our control. We choose what we think about, and Jeremiah made a choice to think about God and His compassion instead of life and its circumstances. He went back to the truth! He made a decision—an act of the will—to focus on the facts rather than on the feelings. Swindoll concludes,

Every believer in Jesus Christ must ultimately come to the place where he is going to trust God’s Word completely before he can experience consistent victory. His Book is our single source of tangible truth. We try every other crutch—we lean on self…on others…on feelings…on bank accounts…on good works…on logic and reason…on human perspective—and we continually end up with the short straw and churning. God has given His written Word and the promise of His light to all His children.

We must clarify biblical thinking rather than relying on our emotions. I am not suggesting that we ignore our feelings—they’re real—but don’t let them control you.

The next step in the process is to commit ourselves to act on the biblical thinking we have discovered. Notice how this was true in both Psalms and Lamentations: “I will praise Him”…“I will wait for Him.” Here is the key: we must commit ourselves to right action regardless of how we feel!
Many people get hung up right here. When I tell them that they must do what is consistent with right thinking whether they feel like it or not, they often say, “But that’s hypocritical! I wouldn’t mean it. I’d just be pretending.” Their point is totally invalid. Certainly their behavior contradicts their feelings, but should subjective feelings be the major guide for a Christian’s behavior? We live in a subjective age. “Be true to yourself.” “Do whatever you feel.” “I’ve gotta be me.” But is such thinking really biblical?

Much of our evangelical Christianity is man-centered. We need to return to a God-centered Christian position that teaches that you do what God says to do whether you feel like it or not. I sometimes like skipping work. But as I think about it, I know I should go to work. What should control my behavior— how I feel or what I think? I don’t always like obeying God. I often feel like sinning. I know, however, what is true — that God has bought me, that I belong to Him, that He is my Lord. What should control me — how I feel or what I know to be true?

When we do this, when we focus our minds and commit our wills to God and His truth, the feelings will eventually change. Now, as I mentioned before, this will not happen immediately. It may take some time for your emotions to catch up with your intellect and your will. But as you rely on God and trust in His Word, you will begin to experience peace and joy, and that will be a gratifying and reassuring experience.
 Look for this evidence of the Spirit’s work in your life and make sure that it is noticed and enjoyed. Many Christians have had the experience of “feeling really good” when they are consciously abiding in Christ and the experience of feeling that “something is wrong” when they are out of fellowship. That is, in part, the work of the Holy Spirit through the conscience of the believer. 

Over the next few weeks we are going to consider specific external sources of emotional depression such as loneliness, loss, failure, and monotony, and we will put these very truths into practice.

If you hear these words tonight and you are hurting, I do not want for a moment to dismiss your pain. It is real. It may not be your fault. As I said last week, if you haven’t done so already, look into the physical sources of depression to see if you have one. If medical treatment can help you get past your depression, by all means, use it!

Not all depression is physiologically based nor medially treatable, however. Sometimes depression consists of hurts of the heart. Other people have disappointed us or outright wronged us. Life hasn’t turned out the way we planned or hoped. We may feel far away from God. 

While it may not be your fault to find yourself depressed, it is the fault of any Christian to wallow in it. We have been given God’s Spirit living within us, God’s Word available to us, and God’s family all around us to bring us out of the blahs. 

That commercial I opened with ends with the words, “Depression hurts—but you don’t have to.”

For the Christian, that is absolutely true!
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