Living in the Power of His Resurrection #3

“Overcoming Despair”

Psalm 42-43
How many of you remember the old television program “Hee Haw”? One of the recurring scenes is of a bunch of hillbillies were flaked out in front of an old cabin, clutching their moonshine, with a droopy bloodhound by their side. Every night they sang the same song:

Gloom, despair and agony on me;

Deep, dark depression, excessive misery;

If it weren’t for bad luck, I’d have no luck at all;

Gloom, despair and agony on me!

Emotional depression and despair is no laughing matter, though. This has rapidly become a major health problem, not only among adults, but even among children and teenagers. It is reported that there are over 130 suicides every day in the United States,
 and over 2,100 every day globally.
 Millions suffer from clinical depression, requiring medical treatment and medications; millions more suffer from emotional or spiritual depression that may not require prescription medication yet can still be serious.

Christians are not immune to this affliction. Our enemy, Satan, wants to discourage us in every way possible; and our having to live in a hostile world does not make the situation easier. Often, discouraged Christians add to their problems by feeling guilty because they are depressed. They need to remember that even great men of God like Moses, Elijah, and Jeremiah had times of discouragement and seeming defeat.

For those who suffer clinical depression, please see a doctor and take your medications (or continue to do so). If you occasionally find yourselves “down in the dumps” or if this has become a regular emotional state for you, I believe we can overcome despair by living in the power of Christ’s resurrection.

The Pit of Despair

Many find themselves in the pit of despair. As mentioned, Moses, Elijah, and Jeremiah experienced despair. In the New Testament, the apostle Paul twice uses the word in 2 Corinthians, including 2 Corinthians 1:8, “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life.” The Greek exaporeomai means “to be utterly at a loss,” “despondent,” or “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.
 

In fact, from a psychological standpoint despair is the antithesis of hope. Whereas hope produces positive expectations for the present and future and provokes upsurges of energy and creativity, despair negates the possibility of any productive activity. Those who are caught in moods of despair may have been forced into that condition by the pressure of external circumstances with which they are unable to cope, such as the sudden collapse of a marriage, a serious failure in business, or the unexpected loss of a loved one through death.

One Scripture written from the pit of despair is Psalm 42 and 43, which was originally one psalm. The psalm opens with the familiar words of the worship chorus, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God.” We may not catch the despair in the psalmists voice unless we read the following verses:

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.

The psalmist is clear about the causes of his despair. To begin with, he is thirsty for God because he is estranged from Him, enduring some kind of forced exile. He remembers the great festivals of the past when he used to “go and meet with God” and he longs to be allowed to return “to the altar of God,” to God his joy and delight. His depression is due, however, not only to the absence of God but also to the presence of enemies. They keep taunting him, asking, “Where is your God?”

This leads to a refrain that repeats three times between the two psalms: “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.” 

Let’s look closely at the term “downcast.” The Hebrew word shah-kak means, “to crouch, bow down.” It is used in Job 38:40 to describe a lion in a crouched position, lying in wait for its prey. This psalm talks about those days when we feel like curling up in the fetal position and quitting! Christians frequently have such feelings, give in to them, and make others miserable as they grind through the process.
 This is the pit of despair.

The Pathway out of Despair

The psalmist does not stay there, though. Within the words of the refrain we find the pathway out of despair. We might be tempted to jump to the last half of the text—”Put your hope in God…”—but the first step on this pathway is seen in the early phrase.

“Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me?” The psalmist is not addressing God in these lines, nor is he directing these questions at anyone else. No, the psalmist is talking to himself.

Talking to oneself is popularly said to be the first sign of madness. But on the contrary, it is a sure sign of maturity—depending on what we are talking to ourselves about! Here the psalmist refuses to submit to his condition or give in to his moods.

Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, who was both a medical doctor and an esteemed preacher of the 20th century, writes in his book Spiritual Depression,
I say that we must talk to ourselves instead of allowing ‘ourselves’ to talk to us! Do you realize what that means? I suggest that the main trouble in this whole matter of spiritual depression in a sense is this, that we allow our self to talk to us instead of talking to our self…. Have you realized that most of your unhappiness in life is due to the fact that you are listening to yourself instead of talking to yourself? Take those thoughts that come to you the moment you wake up in the morning. You have not originated them, but they start talking to you, they bring back the problems of yesterday, etc. Somebody is talking. Who is talking to you? Your self is talking to you. Now this man’s treatment was this; instead of allowing this self to talk to him, he starts talking to himself. ‘Why art thou cast down, O my soul?’ he asks. His soul had been depressing him, crushing him. So he stands up and says: ‘Self, listen for a moment, I will speak to you.’

When we find ourselves in the pit of despair, we find the pathway out of despair by taking an active rather than a passive posture. Instead of allowing ourselves to wallow in our feelings of hopelessness, we need to take the initiative and talk to ourselves.

The psalmist is not denying or hiding his condition. The first step in overcoming despair is recognizing that we have it. The second step is refusing to hold on to it. That is where the latter part of the refrain comes in. 

“Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God.” Despair is the lack of hope; overcoming despair is the reintroduction of hope in our lives. Of course by hope I am not talking about wishful thinking. In the Bible, hope is confidence in what God will do; I call it “future faith.” 
Hope in and of itself is of no value; hope is only as good as its base. Place your hope in something unstable and you can count on nothing. Circumstances change. People are unpredictable. Place your hope in God and you can rest confidently. Hope rests ultimately not even on what God will do but on who God is. We may be mistaken about his future purposes and even more mistaken about what the future holds. But we need never be mistaken about who he is. He is faithful. He is compassionate. He is just.

Hope is based on truth—the truth of God’s word. Despair and hopelessness may have crept into your life and tainted your view of reality. Truth restores hope. Through the truth of Scripture see the reality of the world we live in. Wisdom is seeing life from God’s perspective.

A concept that is closely related in the Bible to hope is joy. Jesus told His disciples in John 16:20-24,

You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy. A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world. So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. In that day you will no longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. Until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete. 

The verb form of joy is “rejoice.” We are commanded in 1 Thessalonians 5:16 to “rejoice always.” Philippians 4:4 tells us to “rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice.” Be clear what Paul is saying. He does not exhort us to be happy but to rejoice, which is quite different. Happiness may come or go. You have little control over it. There is no verb “to happy.” Happiness is not something you can do. Joy on the other hand is. We can and should rejoice. Whatever the exhortation to rejoice may seem to be, it is not a shallow cliché but a call to life and health.
 In times of despair, it’s best to ignore our feelings and simply do what God tells us to do, leaving the consequences with Him.

We must be clear, however, that the Bible’s command to rejoice is much more than a tip for psychological self-help. It is a call to reality, to a valid perspective. Joy (for the Christian) lies in the nature of reality itself, the total reality of a God-governed universe and the Christian’s God-enclosed life. The command to rejoice in the Lord is a command to let a proportionate amount of our attention be occupied with reality’s most basic fact: God.
 Christians are to be the most realistic people in the world, for they not only acknowledge the reality they see and hear and feel, but the spiritual reality beyond their human senses.

So what does “joy” mean for the Christian? Joy has been defined as “the deep-down sense of well-being that abides in the heart of the person who knows all is well between himself and the Lord.”
 Warren Wiersbe calls joy the “holy optimism” that keeps the believer going in spite of difficulties.
 

Now we must realize that joy is part of the fruit of the Spirit; it is not something Christians work up out of their own resources.
 As we allow the Holy Spirit to control us, He will produce a deep, fulfilling joy that we can’t keep inside. Joy has a way of busting out all over!
The pathway out of despair begins by taking control of the situation, talking to ourselves instead of allowing our emotions to control us. By putting our hope in God and choosing to rejoice in spite of our feelings, we will feel the cloud of despair lift from us.

The Power over Despair

Where do we find the power over despair? In Psalm 43:2 the psalmist states, “You are God my stronghold.” The psalmist’s strength was in the Lord alone, the Rock of his salvation, and soon his despair would be replaced by joy. As we trust in the Lord, we remember that God’s goodness and mercy follow us, and His light and truth lead us.

The Christian antidote to despair is the hope of new life in Jesus Christ, who enables the ones that walk in his love to achieve staggering goals. When the power of the Holy Spirit strengthens and enriches human weakness, guiding it according to God’s will for the individual, the sense of support from Jesus Christ, who has overcome the worst adversity that the world could heap upon him, provides the practicing Christian with all that is needed for confidence and hope in the future.

Hope, despair’s opposite, is the present assurance of some future good; and the psalmist knew where his hope lay. Jeremy Taylor said, “It is impossible for a man to despair who remembers that his helper is omnipotent.” The problem is, despair seems to impede the normal process of memory.
 Hence the psalmist talks to himself, calling his mind to remember where his hope and strength lay. This, in turn, produces joy.

“But what if my situation is hopeless?” you may ask. “What if my condition (or my loved one’s condition) is terminal? Where is the hope and joy then?” These are good questions, ones that need to be faced.

When we hear the footsteps of the grim reaper, our perception of reality changes drastically. With precious time slipping away like sand in an hourglass, we quickly dismiss all that is petty and irrelevant and focus only on matters of ultimate concern.

The denial of death is not a healthy option for a disciple of Jesus. Nor is pessimism in the face of today’s troubles. The significant shift in priorities that comes through living one day at a time is not mere resignation to what we know cannot be changed. My life in the face of adversity and even death is not stoic passivity. My death-defying “no” to despair at the end of my life and my life-affirming “yes” to seemingly insurmountable problems in the midst of my life are both fueled by hope in the invincible might of the risen Jesus and in “His incomparably great power for us who believe…that working of His mighty strength which He exerted in Christ when He raised Him from the dead” (Ephesians 1:19-20). That’s living in the power of His resurrection!

We are not bowed into despair by life or death. Were we forced to rely on our own shabby resources we would be pitiful people indeed. But the awareness of Christ’s present risenness persuades us that we are buoyed up and carried on by a life greater than our own. Hope means that in Christ, by entrusting ourselves to him, we can courageously face evil, whether the adversities of life or the inevitability of death. We can then face death just as we can face life.
 The feelings of “gloom, despair, and agony” will come and go throughout our earthly lives, but immobilizing presence can be overcome.
 We can overcome despair by living in the power of His resurrection.
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