“The Problem Behind the Drug Problem”

Selected Scriptures
We have a real crisis on our hands.

According to an article in the New York Times, drug overdoses are the leading cause of death for Americans under 50, and deaths are rising faster than ever, primarily because of opioids and heroin. Overdoses killed more people last year than guns or car accidents, and are doing so at a pace faster than the HIV epidemic at its peak. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) now states that 136 people die from opioid overdoses every day!
 In 2019, nearly 50,000 people in the United States died from opioid-involved overdoses. 

Yet overdoses are merely the most visible and easily counted symptom of the problem. In 2019, an estimated 10.1 million people aged 12 or older misused opioids: prescription pain relievers and heroin.
 Add alcohol abuse to this list and the total swells to 20.4 million—that’s 7.4% of that population!
 And the nation’s COVID-19 pandemic made the nation’s drug overdose epidemic even worse.

 Furthermore, the total “economic burden” of prescription opioid misuse alone in the United States is $78.5 billion a year, including the costs of healthcare, lost productivity, addiction treatment, and criminal justice involvement.

What is meant by opioids? Opioids are a class of drugs naturally found in the opium poppy plant. Some prescription opioids are made from the plant directly, and others are made by scientists in labs using the same chemical structure. Opioids are often used as medicines because they contain chemicals that relax the body and can relieve pain.
 Opioids include:

· Oxycodone – the most widely used recreational opioid in the United States. 

· Hydrocodone – the second among the list of top prescribed opioid painkillers, but it is also high on the list of most frequently used for recreational use. 

· Codeine – a prescription opiate used to treat mild to moderate pain. It is available as a tablet and cough syrup. 

· Heroin – a modified form of morphine, much stronger than morphine. Often people who are addicted to opioids move on to heroin for a stronger high.

· Fentanyl – a synthetic opioid painkiller, 50-100 times more potent than morphine and 30-50 times more potent than heroin, with only 2 mg becoming a lethal dose. It is potent enough that police and first responders helping overdose victims have themselves overdosed by simply touching or inhaling a small amount.
 

This epidemic is not an urban problem, restricted to back alleys or drug houses. Rural areas and middle-class America has felt the ravages of the opioid scourge. Even central Illinois has not been immune. Several years ago I was invited to participate in a cooperative effort of community leaders including law enforcement, education, medical and mental health providers, and churches. This is the DeWitt County Substance Abuse Coalition, and is still active in our community bringing awareness and connecting folks in need with available resources.

I don’t pretend to be an expert on the subject, but my involvement in this area has caused me to think. I do not believe it is coincidental that the substances most often abused are painkillers. Could it be that the substance abuse epidemic in our culture is only the symptom of a bigger issue? Could pain be the problem behind the drug problem? And does the Bible have the answer?

The Society’s Perception of Pain

I begin with society’s perception of pain. In a word, our society sees pain as a problem that needs to be eliminated. You might think, “Of course, pain is a problem. Pain is bad! And when I’m in pain, I want the pain gone!” Eliminating pain—immediately if possible—became the focus. How I feel in the moment took precedence over everything else.

This led to an initiative in 1995 within the medical community that declared pain as the “fifth vital sign” (along with blood pressure, heart rate, respiratory rate, and body temperature).
 The approach subtly shifted from pain reduction to pain elimination and this, in the opinion of one physician, has “exacted a great societal cost” in the explosion of opioid abuse and addiction.
 In light of research documenting the dramatic rise of opioid addiction and opioid-related deaths, delegates at the 2016 American Medical Association (AMA) meeting voted to stop treating pain as the fifth vital sign because they believe it is likely that the initiative, along with other factors, have exacerbated the opioid crisis.

Beyond the statistical increase in addiction, abuse, and overdoses, though, I believe that society’s perception of pain has a more fundamental problem. Painkillers only temporarily relieve pain. They deal with a symptom, not the root cause. Only when the real sources of pain are dealt with decisively does the pain begin to diminish. Perhaps that is why so many who find themselves addicted to painkillers look for more and more powerful substances—they realize that what they are taking doesn’t truly satisfy.

I am in no way minimizing the reality of addiction, nor am I placing blame on either the doctors who prescribe pain medications or those who become addicted to those painkillers. I am simply suggesting that perhaps the problem with society’s perception of pain is that it misses the potential benefits of pain.

“Benefits of pain?” you may wonder.

Yes, pain can be beneficial.

The Significant Purpose of Pain

Let’s consider the significant purpose of pain. Philip Yancey writes in his book, Where Is God When It Hurts?

Despite their protective value, the nervous system and its millions of pain sensors are the most unappreciated bodily functions. They attract mostly abuse and bad feelings.

I have never read a poem extolling the virtues of pain, nor seen a statue erected in its honor, nor heard a hymn dedicated to it. Pain is usually defined as “unpleasantness.”

Christians don’t really know how to interpret pain. If you pinned them against the wall, in a dark, secret moment, many Christians would probably admit that pain was God’s one mistake. He really should have worked a little harder and invented a better way of coping with the world’s dangers.

I am convinced that pain gets a bad press. Perhaps we should see statues, hymns, and poems to pain. Why do I think that? Because up close, under a microscope, the pain network is seen in an entirely different light. It is perhaps the paragon of creative genius.

Dr. Paul Brand, one of the world’s foremost experts on leprosy (which attacks the nervous system) announces, “Thank God for inventing pain! I don’t think He could have done a better job. It’s beautiful.”

Okay, most of us would not go that far in describing pain. Yet pain has an important role in our lives. Pain acts as an alarm system to warn us when our bodies are being pushed beyond their normal limits. The body is provided with many pain signals, a form of discomfort that is designed to warn us.
 The feeling of pain forces my body to concentrate on a problem area and respond to it.
 

In other words, pain is a symptom of a deeper problem. Pain lets us know that something is wrong and needs attention. Just like a bell clanging to warn of a fire, pain serves a very important function—if we pay attention to it. Unfortunately, most of us don’t. We reach for the painkiller to silence the bell…and don’t attend to the fire. We have listened to our performance-oriented culture and we’ve come to believe that pain is an “enemy” rather than a “friend.” When we experience pain, we try to remove it rather than welcome it and heed its warning. Seldom do we stop and say, “The pain is telling me to slow down; let me pay attention to its message before I take a painkiller to get rid of it.”

Pain is not limited to physical discomfort, either. We also experience emotional, psychological, and spiritual pain. Just like physical aches, these other forms of pain serve the significant purpose of letting us know that something deeper is wrong. Instead of just getting rid of the pain—turning off the alarm, as it were—perhaps we should look deeper.

The Scripture’s Perspective on Pain

So now let’s turn to Scripture’s perspective on pain. The Bible reveals the origin of pain in Genesis 3:16-17, 

To the woman he said, “I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children…” To Adam he said…“Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life….” 

We know that all pain and suffering is ultimately the result of sin. This does not mean that all pain and suffering are directly related to a sin committed by the sufferer, for the consequences of sin affect more than the one who sins. But we live in a world of pain because we live in a sin-cursed world. As C. S. Lewis writes in The Problem of Pain, “We are born in pain, we live by inflicting pain, and in pain we die.”

I cannot develop an entire theology of suffering in one message, nor is it my desire to do so. But when I am immersed in a very personal time of adversity and loss, perspective is critical. Perspective does not deliver me from my pain or solve my problems but it can provide the gift of truth. The truth is that God is love, that pain is a norm of human experience and also a grace from God.

“How can pain be considered a grace from God?” you might ask. “Am I supposed to see pain as good?” Well, we read in Psalm 119:71, “It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees.” So apparently good can come out of suffering. Lewis famously writes, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”

This is certainly an appropriate phrase, because pain does shout. When I stub my toe or twist an ankle, pain shouts to my brain that something is wrong. Similarly, the existence of suffering on this earth is, I believe, a scream to all of us that something is wrong. It halts us and makes us consider other values.

Physical pain often indicates a physical problem that requires attention. But physical pain can also point to a different kind of problem—perhaps psychological or emotional or spiritual. Consider the words of the Lord in Leviticus 26:14-16,

“But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these commands, and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and so violate my covenant, then I will do this to you: I will bring upon you sudden terror, wasting diseases and fever that will destroy your sight and drain away your life.”

God warns His people that they will suffer physically if they walk away from Him spiritually. He goes on to say that if they persist in their rebellion, He will multiply their afflictions, but if they repent, He will heal them.

Parents may inflict pain on a child to teach the consequences of doing wrong. Hebrews 12:10 tells us, “Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.” While it is not always the case, when we suffer pain physically we may want to examine ourselves spiritually to see if that is the culprit.

Perhaps we are suffering because God is keeping us from greater pain. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10, 

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
Notice the cause of the suffering: “To keep me from becoming conceited…” So that Paul would not rely on himself instead of the Lord, he dealt with some kind of pain. It was painful enough that he pleaded with the Lord three times to take it away, but the Lord did not. (This alone proves that the elimination of pain is not always paramount.) And so Paul learned to live with the pain to the glory of God.

This is so foreign to our thinking—even as Christians! The Western church has drifted toward a consumer culture and commitment to self-comfort. This reality has eaten away at our understanding of suffering and the cross, a central theme in God’s Word. Hardship is the norm, and God does not gloss over that reality. It is imperative to think biblically.

And it is not only physical pain that we deal with. We may suffer emotionally because our deepest needs are not being met, or because we are in an unhealthy relationship. We may suffer mentally because we put ourselves under too much stress or have unrealistic expectations for ourselves. 

The temptation in all of these cases is to reach for a quick fix. “I’m in pain; I must eliminate the pain!” So we reach for alcohol, marijuana or prescription painkillers (which are, in that order, the three most abused substances today) in order to dull the pain. We feel better…for a time. Then reality sets in and we are right back where we started—or worse. So we look for something stronger, something that will keep us feeling good longer…and we never address the root cause of the pain. Our minds become hooked on the feeling and bodies become addicted to the substances that cause the feeling, craving more and more. Yet the pain persists.

What can we do?

I believe we should seek help. If we are in persistent physical pain, we should seek medical help—not just to eliminate the pain, but to discover what is causing the pain and address that issue. If it is a matter of chronic pain, a regimen of pain management may be in order. If there are emotional or psychological factors causing physical pain, deal with those factors rather than simply trying to turn off the alarm system.

Ultimately, though, we should consult with the Great Physician. We read in Exodus 15:26, “I am the Lord, who heals you.” He is described in Psalm 103:3 as the One “who forgives all your sins and heals all your diseases.” In Psalm 147:3 we read, “He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.” 

We also learn from Scripture that suffering is one of the ways God causes us to grow and become mature adults, shaped into the image of our Lord.
 I like the way The Living Bible paraphrases James 1:2-4,

Dear brothers, is your life full of difficulties and temptations? Then be happy, for when the way is rough, your patience has a chance to grow. So let it grow, and don't try to squirm out of your problems. For when your patience is finally in full bloom, then you will be ready for anything, strong in character, full and complete. 

God has orchestrated hardship, affliction, external trials, mixed with internal temptations, that we may emerge strengthened. In trials I learn truths that I would otherwise not be open to. More important than mere learning, the human soul can be deepened, strengthened, and matured. Trials are part of the path for all who desire to be transformed into the image of Christ. The human soul needs difficulty to reach maturity, just as physical growth often involves stress, challenge, or pain. In summary, suffering is necessary for maturity to take place. We may not like this nor fully understand it, but it is biblical reality.

I am not suggesting that pain is good in and of itself. What is good in painful experiences is what results from the pain. If pain leads to the discovery of a much bigger physical issue, that is good. If pain drives us from unhealthy habits or relationships or thinking, that is good. If pain brings us closer to God, that is great.

To avoid all suffering, to arrange a life of unending comfort, to eradicate all hardship from our lives, is sabotaging a vital part of the maturation process. In our affluent Western culture, we not only believe in a life of comfort, we think we deserve it. This prevailing sentiment has infiltrated the church and impacts our own view of suffering. We must never lose sight of the reality that the centerpiece of God’s redeeming work is the cross, a place of intense physical, emotional, and spiritual suffering.

Pain has a way of turning us back to the Savior.
 David writes in Psalm 69:29, “I am in pain and distress; may your salvation, O God, protect me.” God’s megaphone can drive me to God. I can believe Him when He says this world is not all there is, and take the chance that He is making a perfect place for those who follow Him on pain-wracked earth. Or, on the other hand, pain can drive me away from Him. I can hate God for allowing such misery.
 It can make me a better person or a bitter person. I choose.

Whatever you’re facing today, please remind yourself that your pain is no mistake. It is no accident. In fact, your suffering may be precisely what Christ will use to bring you to your knees, to draw you back to His heart and discover His peace.

Let me assure you, you cannot have a heartache that Jesus doesn’t understand and with which He doesn’t identify. You cannot have a physical pain that somehow escapes His awareness. You cannot have a crippling disease, a disability, a grief, a heart attack… not even a debilitating fear or panic attack that He cannot understand or feel. He’s felt it all. Therefore He’s there to walk with you through your most profound depths of pain, if you’ll only let Him.

The problem behind the drug problem today is pain, or more specifically, the way pain is handled. People are hurting. We are hurting. Our pain screams to us, “Something’s wrong!” Perhaps God is using that pain as a megaphone to rouse us from our spiritual slumber. But instead of fixing the problem, many people simply try to muffle the alarm. They try to eliminate the pain, but in doing so they are not eliminating the problem. In fact, they’re making the problem worse.

Are you hurting today? I’m not saying that you should simply put up with pain and do nothing about it. I am saying you should seek to find the source of your pain and deal with that. And I am saying that you should seek the Source of all healing, the Great Physician Himself, Who can put your life back together again.
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