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Psalm 106:23

Therefore he said he would destroy them—had not Moses, 
his chosen one, stood in the breach before him, to turn 
away his wrath from destroying them (Psalm 106:23).

Ultimate Self-Destruction

29-year-old Brittany Maynard is the current topic of 
discussion in all forms of media.  She was an attractive young 
woman, heralded as intelligent, energetic, adventuresome, and 
an all-around delightful person; add to that the excitement of 
being newly married.  The devastating news revolving around 
Brittany Maynard was that shortly after her wedding she was 
diagnosed with a terminal, malignant brain tumor.  

But her horrible diagnosis and prognosis is not what brought 
Brittany to the fore of the public’s attention.  It was her highly 
publicized intentions of engaging in the taking of her own life 
(what I will refer to, for the sake of the children, as the “ultimate 
self-destructive behavior”).  It was this decision that initiated 
quite a fuss in the arena of public dialogue.

Some lauded her choice as brave while others were quite 
critical.  What made this ordeal even more impassioned was her 
presentation.  Brittany became a bit of a poster child for ‘right-to-
die’ groups and there were well produced interviews with her, her 
husband, her mother and others.  In these conversations she 
conveyed how she planned the termination surrounded by loved 
ones with her favorite music playing while lying comfortably in 
her own bed.  She painted a fairly positive picture—as much as 
one could.

Not for Today

The whole thing was a bit heart-wrenching.  And there are a 
number of things I am hoping to avoid, at least for now, in this 
message:

 I am not interested in pursuing whether or not this type of 
thing is the unforgivable sin.  
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 I want to avoid assuming that all people engaging in this 
type of behavior have self-consciously become infatuated 
with darkness or have committed themselves to a love affair 
with death or some such thing.  There was no indication that 
Brittany was into Goth or Deathrock or some such thing.  

 Whether or not her actions were an act of courage or 
cowardice is a discussion for another day.

 At another time we can discuss mental illness as it speaks to
this behavior.

 Though closely related to this discussion, I am not even 
interested in speaking of the fine line between allowing 
nature to take its course and euthanasia.  

These are all topics for another day.
I certainly don’t want to be insensitive to those of us who 

have been affected by this type of thing.  But this activity and the 
attending dialogue is not going away.  The shoreline of ethics in 
our culture has seen continual tectonic shifts and there is a 
constant imminent threat of tripping over the debris.  That is to 
say, the fire is no longer at our feet—it is closer to our backside—
and we need to seek to be savvy regarding where we were, where
we are and where we are headed.

Having said that, I don’t intend to springboard into a 
nostalgic I wish things were they way they used to be sermon 
here.  I am not interested in getting back to the ‘50s which merely
resulted in the ‘60s.  

I would prefer this high profile event shed some 
light on our own ethical and spiritual 
vulnerabilities.  

The ‘R’ Rated Bible

From time to time people will approach me who have 
decided to read their entire Bibles from cover to cover.  A few 
chapters in they find themselves horrified at the behavior of the 
people recorded in Scripture.  One example that I have always 
found psychologically and emotional almost torturous to the point
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of incomprehensible is the account of the behavior of the 
followers of the false god, Molech:

And you shall not let any of your descendants 
pass through the fire to Molech, nor shall you 
profane the name of your God: I am the Lord 
(Leviticus 18:21).

What this speaks of is the sacrificing of children on what 
amounts to be a grill.  What is even more disconcerting is how 
this behavior found its way into the church of the Old Testament.  
Ahaz became the king of Judah.  We read that he…

…did not do what was right in the eyes of the 
Lord his God, as his father David had done, 3 but 
he walked in the way of the kings of Israel. He 
even burned his son as an offering, according to 
the despicable practices of the nations whom the
Lord drove out before the people of Israel (2 
Kings 16:2, 3). 

Apparently this became a trend.  God’s people “mixed with
the nations and learned to do as they did…” (Psalm 
106:35).

They sacrificed their sons and their daughters to 
the demons; 38 they poured out innocent blood, 
the blood of their sons and daughters, whom 
they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan, and the 
land was polluted with blood (Psalm 106:37, 38).

How do people—even God’s people—become this way?  How
did Sodom and Gomorrah take such a moral detour that there 
weren’t ten righteous people to be found in the entire city 
(Genesis 18)?  How did the surrounding nations of Israel, or the 
entire earth during the time of Noah, become so depraved that 
they were only worthy of judgment?  How does the human 
psyche, and the cultures which they form, navigate themselves 
through a journey where the unthinkable becomes commonplace?
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The Road to Hell

First we must understand that the road to hell is not a cliff.  
My friend Jon Bogert was a writer for a local newspaper.  He and I 
were seldom on the same side of the issue.  When legal decisions 
were made in his (more liberal) side of the issue, he was fond of 
pointing out on the sun came up the next day—how the world 
didn’t come to an end—how everything was still fine.  

But that is not the way it works.  
It’s the old boiling of the frog illustration.  If you put a frog in 

a pot of boiling hot water, he’ll jump out.  But if you put him in a 
pot of cool water then slowly bring the pot to a boil, he will not 
jump out.  He’ll be oblivious to the temperature change until it’s 
too late (at least this is what I’m told—I’m loathe to test it).  

One of the problems with this progression to the unthinkable 
is that by the time you reach the unthinkable, it’s no longer 
unthinkable.  It’s a viable option.  There was a time when living 
together outside of marriage was unthinkable—coed dorms were 
unthinkable—dressing a certain way was unthinkable.  We barely 
give these types of behaviors or actions a thought any more.  

It might be parenthetically worth noting that the 
unthinkable/commonplace rubric does not always aim in the 
wrong ethical direction.  It was unthinkable, for example, for a 
Hebrew man to have a dialogue with a Samaritan woman 
(especially one of un-favored moral character), but Jesus did it 
(John 4) and in time it became commonplace.  This was a good 
thing.  So it is not a one-way-street.

Individually
  
But what must be argued is that, left to our natures, we will 

most assuredly move (even if slowly) in the wrong direction.
James discusses the metamorphosis of sin.
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But each person is tempted when he is lured and 
enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire when it 
has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it 
is fully grown brings forth death (James 1:14, 
15).

Perhaps you’re familiar with the old maxim “sow a thought 
reap an action, sow an action reap a habit, sow a habit reap a 
character, sow a character reap a destiny.”  It’s a process.  Often 
times, people who find themselves embroiled in besetting and 
destructive sins didn’t wake up one day and decide to dive-bomb 
their own lives or the lives of their loved ones.  The whole dark 
project is subtle and insidious.

Corporately 

At a microcosmic level, this progression to darkness happens
to individuals.  But since a culture is simply made up of numerous 
individuals, we see at a macrocosmic level, a corporate 
progression to darkness.  

When God was explaining to Abram one of the reasons for 
the delay of deliverance from slavery for his descendants, He 
informs Abram:

But in the fourth generation they shall come 
hither again: for the iniquity of the Amorites is 
not yet full (Genesis 15:16).

The Amorites became increasingly wicked with no thought of
God or His judgments.  Unlike Isaiah, who viewed the sins of those
around him as an indictment against himself, the Amorites viewed
the behavior of the culture as the set, progressive and acceptable 
standard. Calvin’s comment on this passage is worth noting:

And this passage is remarkable, as showing, that 
the abodes of men are so distributed in the 
world, that the Lord will preserve quiet people, 
each in their several stations, till they cast 
themselves out by their own wickedness. For by 
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polluting the place of their habitation, they in a 
certain sense tear away the boundaries fixed by 
the hand of God, which would otherwise have 
remained immovable…It was formerly said by a 
heathen, that the anger of God proceeds with a 
slow step to avenge itself, but that it 
compensates for its tardiness by the severity of 
its punishment. 1

Although all are sinful and deserve judgment before God in 
eternity, there appears to be a level of rebellion that incurs the 
judgment of God in history.  There is a difference between sin and 
the fullness of sin.

In Daniel’s vision where we read of kings and their kingdoms 
rising and falling he speaks of the transgressors “have reached 
their limit” (Daniel 8:23).  In anticipation of the judgment of 
Israel and the destruction of the temple (Matthew 24) we see 
similar language used by Jesus

Thus you witness against yourselves that you are
sons of those who murdered the prophets. 32 Fill 
up, then, the measure of your fathers (Matthew 
23:31, 32).

In quick review, the journey to the unthinkable is gradual; it 
is made up of individuals; the individuals form 
cultures/nations/churches and God will, in His timing and in His 
way respond.  

The Mechanics of Darkness

In light of all of this I would like to dial more tightly into the 
spiritual/sociological mechanics from which none of us are 
immune.  Our own spiritual/ethical vulnerabilities can be 
unnerving.  Again, it is not as if the person immediately embraces
the unthinkable—there is a path.  And the impetus that opens the 
gate to the dark path can itself be very subtle—even attractive—

1 Calvin, J. (1998). Genesis (electronic ed., Ge 15:16).
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like a pretty young lady describing how she intends to terminate 
herself as if the event was quaint or charming.

Malcolm Gladwell, as far as I know, is not a professing 
Christian writing Christian books.  His best-selling books do make 
some interesting sociological observations nonetheless.  In his 
book Tipping Point he describes how trends begin.  He writes of 
fashion trends and entertainment trends.  But he makes a 
startling observation when it comes to the behavior under our 
consideration.

He writes that in the South Pacific islands of Micronesia in 
the early 1960s the act of ultimate self-destruction (as we have 
been calling it) was virtually unknown.  But by the end of the 
1980s they had more per capita than anywhere else in the world. 
The phenomenon was studied.  Sociologists wanted to know how 
the “unthinkable has somehow been rendered thinkable.”  
How does a culture begin to engage in “a contagious epidemic 
of self destruction”?  

A number of the young people who had unsuccessfully 
attempted the action were interviewed and they said they were 8 
to 10 years old when they first saw or heard about the action.  
They studied further and found that there was a high-profile 
young man that engaged in this action in 1966 that the shift from 
non-existent to predominant can be traced to.

They further found a strong correlation between the 
reporting of this action in newspapers and the action accelerating 
directly after the newspapers came out.  To make a long story 
short, the sociological pioneer in this area, David Phillips from UC 
San Diego drew the conclusion that “the decision by someone 
famous to (engage in the action)…gives other people, 
particularly those vulnerable to suggestion because of 
immaturity or mental illness, permission to engage in a 
deviant act as well.”  Gladwell concludes that “people who 
die in highly publicized suicides (acts of self-destruction)…
serve as a Tipping Point in suicide (self-destructive) 
epidemics.”  

Interesting how neither Phillips nor Gladwell entertained or 
sought to justify why they thought certain actions were deviant.  I 
am also guessing that it even entered their minds that they/we all
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might fall at some level into the category of immature or mentally
ill.  

Be that as it may, information like this should inform our 
thoughts on the actions of this young lady.  We’re all vulnerable.  
Lots daughters were raised in a Christian household but there is 
little doubt that the culture in which they were raised influenced 
their decision to engage in highly immoral actions (Genesis 
19:32).

I’ve often thought myself above such influence.  Surely I am 
not so ethically malleable to allow my surroundings such great 
influence!  Yet it wasn’t that long ago that I was in New York City 
waiting to cross at the light when everybody simply crossed 
against the light.  At first I thought, I will not be influenced by 
these law-breakers.  My conviction lasted about twenty minutes 
before I was just part of the mob.

Think about how this influences our views of marriage, 
government, taxes, and issues regarding the terminating of the 
very young, very old, very sick and very inconvenient and so 
many other things.  I don’t suppose to judge the heart of Brittany 
Maynard.  But I do know that,

The thief does not come except to steal, and to 
kill, and to destroy. I have come that they may 
have life, and that they may have it more 
abundantly (John 10:10).

There is little doubt in my mind that her actions will give 
permission to others, perhaps not as sick as she (for people 
engage in this behavior, often times, for such trivial reasons) to 
be ultimately self-destructive.

I have set before you life and death, blessing and
curse. Therefore choose life, that you and your 
offspring may live (Deuteronomy 30:19).

I am firmly persuaded that the genesis of this type of 
behavior does not come from the wisdom of God.
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And now, O sons, listen to me: blessed are those 
who keep my ways. 33  Hear instruction and be 
wise, and do not neglect it. 34 Blessed is the one 
who listens to me, watching daily at my gates, 
waiting beside my doors. 35 For whoever finds me 
finds life and obtains favor from the Lord, 36 but 
he who fails to find me injures himself; all who 
hate me love death” (Proverbs 8:32-36).

Perhaps at some level it is unwitting, but a people who 
despise God, who is Himself life, will find that they have engaged 
in a romance with death.

Who Will Stand in the Breach?

Earlier we read in Psalm 106 of the rebellion of God’s people 
in their awful sacrifices of their young, as well as other rebellious 
activities.  There is a verse in that Psalm that I would like us to 
consider as we close.  

Therefore he said he would destroy them—had 
not Moses, his chosen one, stood in the breach 
before him, to turn away his wrath from 
destroying them (Psalm 106:23).

The “breach” peres is taken from besiegers who rush into a
city through breaches (weaknesses or broken parts) in the wall.  
We all stand in need of one to stand in the breach for us.  We read
of ancient Israel’s deplorable condition:

The people of the land have practiced extortion 
and committed robbery. They have oppressed the
poor and needy, and have extorted from the 
sojourner without justice. 30 And I sought for a 
man among them who should build up the wall 
and stand in the breach before me for the land, 
that I should not destroy it, but I found none. 
31 Therefore I have poured out my indignation 
upon them. I have consumed them with the fire 
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of my wrath. I have returned their way upon their
heads, declares the Lord God (Ezekiel 22:29-31).

Who is the Chosen One who will stand in the breach for you? 
Who will keep us from the wrath and indignation of a righteous 
God?  Who will intercede?  For try as we might to establish a 
righteousness of our own and walk in it, apart from One who is 
capable and willing of taking up our cause, we will slowly but 
most assuredly be consumed with death.

What Man is there who can have a fellow-feeling of our 
infirmities?  Who can advance our natures? Who can perform 
obedience where we can only fail?  And who but God would not 
sink under the infinite wrath of God and the power of death?  
Christ, the Man who is God, will stand in the breach and hold 
back, nay consume the powers of hell and death.  

This Mediator is both God and Man in one person—
reconciling man to God in the proper works of each nature and 
relied on by us as our only hope.

Questions for Study

1.  What are your initial thoughts regarding the actions of 
Brittany Maynard (pages 2, 3)?  

2. Can you think of actions that were once unthinkable but 
have no become common (pages 3, 4)?

3. What is mean by the phrase “The road to hell is not a cliff” 
(page 5)?

4. How are we individually led into darkness (pages 5, 6)?

5. Discuss corporate sin?  What does it mean that the evil of 
the Amorites was “not yet full” (pages 6, 7)?

6. What do we learn from the observations of Gladwell 
regarding our own ethical vulnerabilities (pages 7-9)?

7. What does it mean to “stand in the breach” and who will 
stand for you (pages 9, 10)?
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