THE CHRISTIAN AND GAMBLING

Gad

God once gave this scathing rebuke to His people, Israel: “‘You are those who...prepare a table for Gad and who furnish a drink offering for Meni. Therefore will I number you for the sword, and you shall bow down to the slaughter...’” (Isaiah 65:11-12a, NKJV). Meni is a mythological god who is thought to either control or merely represent the fate (destiny) of individuals. The Hebrew term “Meni” is from a root word which means “to number or apportion.” It’s the same word as translated “number” in verse 12 where God made a play on the word: He said that since they were worshipping at the altar of ‘destiny,’ He was going to ‘destine’ them for slaughter.

More relevant for the purpose of this study is the identity of Gad: Gad is a mythological god who is thought to either control or merely represent the fortune (luck) of individuals. The Hebrew word “Gad” means “fortune or luck.” The word “Tyche,” though feminine while Gad is masculine, is thought by scholars to be the Greek counterpart for Gad. This is interesting not only because of the gender clash, but also because such is reminiscent of our modern term, “Lady Luck.” Whether a physical idol named “Gad” was set up somewhere or not, fortune still became “a predictive divinity, to whom temples were built and statues erected” (Pinches).

Gad's Goonies

Why is the title of this piece, “Gad’s Goonies”? Since Gad is a mythological god, he (or she) has disciples or (for the purposes of this essay) “goonies.” During the time of Isaiah 65:11, God’s people were captives in Babylon, a Gadite territory. One writer said, “In Babylon headless arrows were used in wagers.... Apparently gambling did not become a problem among the Israelites until the time of the Babylonian captivity, and Isaiah delivers a blistering rebuke regarding this vice” (Jackson 117). Likewise, another said that Isaiah 65:11 “seems to have involved participation in games of chance, gambling games the pagans of that time were so fond of playing” (Shelly 88). If individuals such as Jackson and Shelly are correct, then people who worship at the shrine of Lady Luck, or people who gamble away their God-given resources, are not pleasing God—they're Gad’s goonies, playing Gad’s game. Since it’s estimated that over 80% of Americans gamble in one way or another (spending $600 billion in 1997), perhaps our currency ought to read, “In Gad we trust.”

Norman Geisler wrote, “Gambling destroys one of the most precious gifts of life: self-determination. Placing one’s life in the lap of ‘luck’ negates free choice, choosing fate [Meni] over freedom. Gambling amounts to a confession that we cannot determine our own destiny, but are helpless victims of circumstances” (Geisler 69). 

Gambling

The word “gambling” was invented by the British in the mid-eighteenth century; prior to that it was simply called “gaming.” Webster says that “gambling” means “to play a game for money or property; to bet on an uncertain outcome; to stake something on a contingency: take a chance; to risk by gambling: wager; venture, hazard” (Merriam) or as an earlier dictionary says, “to expose to hazard” (Webster’s). Again, “Gambling is betting on the outcome of a future event. Gamblers usually bet money ... as a stake on the outcome they predict. When the outcome is settled, the winner collects the loser’s stakes” (World). From these definitions we can conclude that there are four essential elements involved in gambling, and if any one of them is missing, it isn't gambling: (1) an uncertain event, (2) a stake, (3) a losing party, and (4) a winning party. In other words...

Not everything in life is a gamble: there are the necessary risks of human existence such as food poisoning, and then there's the unnecessary risk of gambling; this is obviously why one definition specifically said, “to risk ‘by gambling.’” Geisler wrote: "There are risks in anything. Many people are injured on the job; some are even killed. But gambling is an artificially contrived risk. Life has enough necessary risks; taking unnecessary ones is foolish. Unlike working, gambling is trusting in blind luck and pure chance; it is a denial of purpose and design. A life based on purpose and design is always a better bet. You wouldn’t randomly shoot a hunting rifle in the forest or turn at random while driving down the road, would you? Why risk your financial life to random chance, then" (Geisler 65)? Further, “the kind of risks necessary to live are actually investments, not gambles. That is, you venture a reasonable amount of time, talent, or treasure in a reasonable way to obtain a reasonable return. Gambling always involves an unreasonable risk and hopes for an unreasonable return” (Geisler 79).

Another thing that's sometimes claimed to be on the same par as gambling is buying insurance, but purchasing insurance is an attempt “to eliminate problems caused by the unpredictable” (Geisler 79). Since it's security against various unintentional risks of human existence, it's just the opposite of intentionally creating an unnecessary risk. Solomon wrote, “Go to the ant, you sluggard! Consider her ways and be wise,” for she “provides her supplies in the summer, and gathers her food in the harvest” (Proverbs 6:6, 8). Jesus Himself encouraged reasonable future planning (Luke 16:1-9 & Matthew 25:1-13).

What about playing the stock market? Due to the need for further study on the subject, I must presently refrain from taking a stand on that issue. When there's such a profuse amount of pro and con material on a subject of this magnitude, more time is necessary in order to determine where it should be classified. When, for example, a researcher discovers that Gambler’s Anonymous (GA) tells its members, “Don’t gamble for anything, this includes buying from the stock market commodities and options,” then a person must pause before taking a stand. However, here's one quote of many that will be given in hopes to provoke some rethinking on our part of “playing the stock market.” Ed Looney, a noted expert on the negative effects of gambling, believes in such a thing as “stock market gambling”: in an article entitled the same, he wrote the following: "October 19, 1987 will be remembered by most people as Black Monday—the day that the Dow plunged 508 points. We at the Council will remember it as the day the securities gambler came of age. Prior to October 19, 1987 calls for help from stock market investors who crossed over the line to compulsive gambling represented 2% of our ... calls.... In the weeks that followed, stock market gambling calls represented 44% of all hotline calls" (Looney).

How can one know if he has slipped from investing into gambling? Looney continued: "Some like the riskier action that the commodities and option index allows. Others think of themselves as cautious long term investors preferring the blue chip varieties. But even the seemingly ultrasafe blue chips dropped in value as much as riskier type stocks during Black Monday. Both types of gamblers enjoy the anticipation of following the daily activity surrounding these investments. Newspapers, hourly radio and TV reports, and hundreds of periodicals and magazines add excitement in seeking the investment edge. Action is their game, ... they are in it for the feeling it gives them as they experience the highs and lows and struggles surrounding the play. When this activity starts to affect relationships with spouse, family, or employer or causes financial problems, they have ... crossed over the line from ‘investing’ to ‘gambling’" (Looney).

Whether a person becomes addicted or not, the following get-rich-quick schemes are undoubtedly to be classed as gambling: lotteries, animal races and fights, slot machines, raffling, bingo, flipping for drinks, roulette, dice games, and other such “amusements.” The wise man, Solomon, had some things to say about “get-rich-quick” schemes. “Wealth from gambling quickly disappears; wealth from hard work grows” (Proverbs 13:11, The Living Bible). “Wealth [not earned but] won in haste..., will dwindle away, but he who gathers little by little will increase [his riches]” (Proverbs 13:11, The Amplified Bible). The Septuagint bears out this quote when it refers to wealth being gotten hastily. Thomas Seals wrote: “Hastening to get rich will normally involve wrong motives and even [wrong] actions on the part of the one seeking wealth.... Proverbs places strong emphasis on diligence and industry in acquiring goods rather than seeking easy and fast methods” (Seals 98-99). The Pulpit Commentary says on this verse, “Wealth obtained without labor and exertion, or by illegitimate and dishonest means, is soon dissipated, is not blessed by God, and has no stability ... quickly won, quickly gone.” In fact, “About once a month on average, a hapless millionaire winner of one of the 37 state lotteries goes bust and files for bankruptcy, experts say. That’s the rags-to-rags fate of about one-third of all winners” (Tharp). Again, “The man who wants to get rich quick will quickly fail” (Proverbs 28:20b, The Living Bible). Matthew Henry says on this verse, “That which is got by gaming ... may truly be said to be gotten by vanity as that which is got by fraud and lying, and will be diminished” (Henry). (No, I don't intend to promote The Living Bible, but it’s interpretations of the previous verses are thought-provoking to say the least.)

Besides knowing what gambling is and what it includes, there's something else that needs to be acknowledged: as indicated in the introduction with reference to Isaiah 65:11-12, Gambling is displeasing to God. Why? Because He considers it sinful.

Gambling is sinful because it's excessive.

It's said that a judge once asked a lady why she didn’t wish to be a juror to which the woman replied, “I’m opposed to capital punishment.” “But,” the judge said, “this is merely a case in which a wife is suing her husband for an accounting. It seems that she gave him $500 to pay down on a fur coat, and he is alleged to have lost the money at poker.” The woman promptly spoke up: “OK, I’ll serve. Maybe I’m wrong about capital punishment.” The question we should have about this story is, “Who was the worst money-manager: the woman who wanted to put $500 down on a fur coat or the man who gambled away that $500?” Obviously both of them had a problem with excessiveness.

Definition:“Excess” is an “undue or immoderate indulgence: intemperance.” “Excessive” is “exceeding what is usual, proper, necessary, or normal.... [It] implies an amount or degree too great to be reasonable or acceptable” (Merriam). Relative to this subject, then, excessive means that to gamble is to waste or be a bad steward of resources.

Gambling is excessive because everything, including what we possess, ultimately belongs to God, the Creator, and He expects us to be wise stewards of His gifts to us. To Job God said, “‘Everything under Heaven is Mine’” (41:11b). To Israel God said, “‘Every beast of the forest is Mine, and the cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds of the mountains and the wild beasts of the field are Mine.... The world is Mine and all its fullness’” (Psalm 50:10-12). David conceded this when he said to God, “‘All that is in Heaven and in Earth is Yours’” (First Chronicles 29:11). It's interesting to note in The Parable of the Prodigal Son that even after the prodigal son had been given his inheritance and wasted it away, Jesus referred to those squandered possessions as belonging to the prodigal son’s father (Luke 15:13 & 30); likewise, what we have ultimately belongs to God—they're only gifts to us (James 1:17).

Just as The Parable of the Prodigal Son teaches us that the Father expects His gifts to us to be used wisely (economically), so there are other passages that support his truth. Peter encouraged us to be good stewards of God’s gifts to us (First Peter 4:10). Paul plainly stated, “It is required in stewards that a man be found faithful” (First Corinthians 4:2). Jesus spoke of the “faithful and wise steward” who would be “blessed” (Luke 12:42-43). The fact that we should use our gifts from God wisely (in a way that would please Him) is also demanded by The Golden Rule: “‘Whatever you want men to do to you, do also to them’” (Matthew 7:12). Let's put ourselves in God’s place: How would we feel, for example, if we gave $10,000 to someone, and he gambled it all away? Conversely, the gambler’s attitude is, “I have the right to do what I want with my possessions!”

Something else to consider is that we'll be judged for our stewardship of God’s gifts. We can know this not only because of the previous passages, but also because Jesus made that fact very plain in The Parable of the Unjust Steward (Luke 16:2). The same parable even indicates that God desires to commend us for good stewardship (Luke 16:8).

The question now may be, “What exactly is it about gambling that classifies it as bad stewardship?” The primary reason is that in gambling there's such an extremely small chance of winning. (And that's exactly what it is, “winning,” not profiting as in investments.) Depending on the type of gambling under consideration, it's estimated that the chances of winning range anywhere from 2 to 1 all the way up to 7 billion to 1 (Looney)! As someone once said, “He who gambles picks his own pockets.” In his definition, Webster said that to gamble is to expose our possessions to a hazardous situation. How hazardous? Well, we are more likely to die due to a falling object or falling out of bed than to win a lottery. We're more likely to be eaten by a shark or survive numerous rounds at Russian roulette than to win a lottery.

Here are some statistics found in the 1997 800-Gambler Caller Stats Report (Looney). Not including the approximately 65,000 hits on its website, 800-Gambler had 23,606 calls. The average income of gambling debts for these callers was $36,000, ranging from a teenager at $2,800 to a corporate executive at $117,000. The average income was only $41,000. Before moving on to one more statistic from this report, notice the following facts about the previous three. If the average income was $41,000 and the average debt was $36,000, that only left an average of $5,000 for these gamblers to live on! Further, if the $36,000 debt was averaged from all 23,606 callers, then just among these people, gamblers lost $864 million!

The last statistic on the report that's important here is that over $600 billion was bet in 1997 on “legalized” gambling. Applying the odds referred to earlier to this number, notice what we come up with. If we apply the odds of 2 to 1, gamblers lost at least $300 billion. If we apply the odds of 7 billion to 1, gamblers lost at least $599 billion out of the $600 billion! So who ended up with the other $300 billion to $599 billion? Perhaps as much as $45 billion to $90 billion went to the government, and the other $255 billion to $509 billion when into the pockets of casino owners and gangsters. How can anyone read such statistics and not agree that gambling is one of the leading ways to waste resources?

Gambling is sinful because it's exploitive.

"Exploit means "to make use of meanly or unjustly for one's own "advantage." "Exploitive" means “unfairly or cynically using another person or group for profit or advantage” (Merriam). Relative to this subject, then, exploitive means that to gamble is to inconsiderately use other people for one’s own selfish advantage.

Gambling is exploitive because it's a form of stealing, and stealing, of course, is sinful. Two of Webster’s definitions of stealing are as follows: “to take away by force or by unjust means” and “to seize, gain, or win by trickery, skill, or daring” (Merriam). These definitions are reminiscent of the fellow who raffled off his prized horse at $2 per chance. At the drawing, the winner raced off to claim his horse, only to find him dead! He came back to confront the crook who raffled off a dead horse, but the man readily handed him back his $2. This brought forth screams of protest from the crowd who also had bought tickets. But he refused to give them back their money, saying, “But you didn’t win him anyway!” Despite such accounts, people still ask, “How can gambling be stealing when both parties agree to the gamble?” The answer is that regardless of agreement, it's still gambling—it's just stealing by consent. Although I have never seen the movie called “Consenting Adults,” it doesn't take an Einstein to figure out from its title and advertisements that it concerns fornication by consent. But it's still wrong! Western movies often depict duels, which are nothing more than murder by consent. But it's still wrong! Then there's euthanasia, another form of murder by consent. But it's still wrong! Likewise, when two parties agree that one of them will, as Webster put it, “seize, gain, or win by trickery, skill, or daring” the other party’s possessions, it remains to be stealing in the same way that dueling remains to be murder. Solomon warned, “If sinners entice you, do not consent” (Proverbs 1:10). 

It's true that no one is forced to play the lottery. However, this doesn't necessarily mean that no exploitation, in any degree, is taking place. One expert suggests: "While no one is literally forcing the poor to gamble, the fact that they see gambling as one of their few opportunities for investment and transforming their lives...means their involuntary willingness to gamble represents what might be called ‘the coercion of circumstance,’ certainly more so than it does for higher-income people" (Goodman). [Gambling sounds a lot like blackmail. Doesn't it?]

Besides the eighth commandment that states, “‘You shall not steal’” (Exodus 20:15), God very emphatically said, “‘You shall not cheat your neighbor, nor rob him’” (Leviticus 19:15a). The New Testament principle is, “Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working with his hands what is good, that he may have something to give him who has need” (Ephesians 4:28). How different that sounds from gambling, especially since gambling tends to stifle one’s desire to work. A Harvard professor of government is quoted as saying following: "With states hooked on lottery money, they have no choice but to continue to bombard their citizens, especially the most vulnerable ones, with a message at odds with the ethic of work, sacrifice, and moral responsibility that sustains democratic life. This civic corruption is the gravest harm that lotteries bring. It degrades the public realm by casting the government as the purveyor of a perverse civic education. To keep the money flowing, state governments across America must now use their authority and influence not to cultivate civic virtue, but to peddle false hope. They must persuade their citizens that with a little luck they can escape the world of work to which only misfortune consigns them" (Sandel 27).

Here's how God feels about exploitation. To Jerusalem God said, “‘You have made a profit from your neighbors by extortion.... Therefore, I beat My fists at the dishonest profit which you have made’” (Ezekiel 22:12-13). To Israel God said, “‘I will come near you for judgment...against those who exploit wage earners and widows and orphans...’” (Malachi 3:5). To Judah Isaiah said, “The Lord will enter into judgment...‘for...the plunder of the poor is in your houses’” (Isaiah 3:14). A study in New York indicated that “those living in the most impoverished areas of the state spent eight times more of their income on lottery tickets than did those living in the most affluent sections” (Fessenden A7). A New Mexico study concludes, “The three poorest counties in New Mexico all rank among the state’s top ten counties in per-capita lottery sales. New Mexico’s wealthiest county accounts for the fewest lottery ticket purchases per resident” (Crowder A13). Are we to believe that state governments don't recognize this, especially when they strategically place lotteries in poor and minority communities? Our state governments sound like those to whom Isaiah wrote in 3:14.

Meditate for a moment on the attitude of the gambler: he lives by The Iron Rule which says, “Might makes right”—it’s the other person’s tough luck if he loses. Instead of adhering to The Golden Rule that teaches to treat others the way you want to be treated, the gambler’s motto is, “I hope I do it to him before he does it to me.” In fact, he bets against the other guy, hoping that he'll lose! If we wouldn't want someone to gamble us out of our possessions, we shouldn't attempt to gamble him out of his, even with his consent. It's obvious that exploitation is motivated by nothing other than the horrible sin of covetousness—that “inordinate desire for...another’s possessions” (Merriam). God not only concluded the ten commandments with “‘You shall not covet’” (Exodus 20:17), but He also used that one command to summarize the preceding nine.

Gambling is sinful because it's offensive.

Gambling is a cause of suicide. Nevada is consistently the national leader in suicide (double the national average), which includes suicides by family members of gamblers. In 1997 a University of California sociologist found that “visitors to and residents of gaming communities experience significantly elevated suicide levels” (Phillips 373).

Gambling is a cause of major family problems. Gamblers are five times more likely to be divorced than non-gamblers, and these divorces are primarily due to gambling being bad stewardship of money. One seller of lottery tickets, for example, had a gambler say to him, “I better win the lottery with these tickets since I bought them with my rent money.” Instead of paying his debts (Romans 13:8), he squandered away his money. In 1994 Tunica County, Mississippi, had seven operating casinos, and reports were that some children were not only being allowed to go to school without lunch money because their parents gambled it away in casinos, but also that children were being abandoned. How sad is the story that when a child from a gambling home was asked to count, she said, “1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, Jack, Queen, King....”

Gambling is a cause of illegal ways of making money. Just as drug users resort to such sinful activities as stealing and prostitution in order to buy their drugs, so gamblers resort to the same in order to pay their debts or to procure more money for more gambling. Reno police say that about 75% of their embezzlement cases are related to gambling.

Gambling is a major cause of alcoholism. Las Vegas has the nation’s highest rate per-capita of alcoholism. After casinos came into Tunica County, Mississippi, in 1994 it was reported that drunk drivers were rapidly multiplying. And we mustn't forget that the higher the rate of alcoholism, the higher the rate of alcohol related deaths and other crimes.

Gambling is offensive because it's a magnet for all kinds of undesirables. Mobsters are strongly attracted to areas where legalized gambling is found because, as everyone knows, gambling is one of the mob’s fondest ways of making money. A former director of both the FBI and CIA said, “We know of no situation in which legalized gambling was in place where we did not eventually have organized crime.... Gambling is still the largest source of revenue for organized crime” (Webster 14). For example, in Los Angeles in 1996, 24 people with suspected ties to mob families were convicted for involvement in video poker operations. Any place where the government allows casinos (and such like), the mob will infiltrate in order to gain business from all those compulsive gamblers that the government has produced through legalized gambling.

Here are a few general quotes concerning gambling’s connection with crime. “The number of court cases filed in Tunica County, Mississippi, went from 689 in 1991, the year before casinos began operating there, to 11,100 in 1996” (Sullivan A5). Former Mayor of Ledyard, Connecticut wrote, “The annual number of calls to the ... police department jumped from 4,000 to 16,700 within five years after the opening of the nearby Foxwoods Casino” (Johnson). "The number of police calls in Black Hawk, Colorado, increased from 25 a year before casinos to between 15,000 and 20,000 annually after their introduction. In neighboring Central City, the number of arrests increased by 275 percent the year after casinos arrived. In Cripple Creek...serious crime increased 287 percent in the first three years after casinos" (Curran 9). “Crime rates in casino communities [are] 84 percent higher than the national average. Further, while crime rates nationally dropped by 2 percent in 1994, the 31 communities that introduced casinos in 1993 saw an increase in crime of 7.7 percent the following year” (Shapiro 58, 60). “Legal gambling breeds illegal gambling, and illegal gambling brings with it a whole host of other crimes: tax evasion, bribery, swindling, embezzlement, prostitution, addiction, family break-ups, suicide, and murder” (Geisler 46). “Gambling contributes nothing to the common good. It undermines values, mocks work, finances crime, robs children, enslaves its addicts, subverts governments, and poisons whatever it touches” (Braidfoot 191).

How Sad! I recently read in Pulpit Helps (quoting the National Liberty Journal) about a study that a Swedish company called Svensk Export Strategy currently completed: the company found that America was second only to Spain in being classified as the greatest sinning country in the world; one of the sins included in the study was the sin of gambling.

It's no wonder that local economies of gambling districts are so unfavorable. “The number of independent restaurants in Atlantic City, New Jersey, dropped from 48 the year casinos opened to 16 in 1997. Within four years of the casinos’ arrival, one-third of the city’s retail businesses had closed.... More than 70 percent of businesses in Natchez, Mississippi, reported declining sales within a few months of the opening of that city’s first riverboat” (Goodman 23, 31). Atlantic County, New Jersey, has an approximately 70% higher bankruptcy rate than the state’s average. There is, however, one business that seems to flourish in gambling districts—pawn shops!

Having in mind all the sinfulness that gambling is connected to, we should remember these words of Jesus: “‘Every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit.... Therefore by their fruits you shall know them’” (Matthew 7:17-20).

Gambling is offensive because it can cause someone else to gamble. Paul said, “Give no offense, either to the Jews or to the Greeks or the church of God” (First Corinthians 10:32). In other words, we should not only avoid causing another Christian to gamble, but we should also avoid causing a non-Christian to gamble. This leads to the last point.

Gambling is offensive because it sets a bad example, especially to other religious people who believe it's sinful. As Christians, we're to be “providing honorable things, not only in the sight of the Lord, but also in the sight of all men” (Second Corinthians 8:21, cf. Romans 12:17), in order to avoid bringing blasphemy on God, His truth, His church, and Christianity (cf. First Timothy 5:14, Second Peter 2:2, & Titus 2:5-8). Instead of being engaged in an appearance or form of evil (First Thessalonians 5:22) that may bring blasphemy on God by the world, we're supposed to be light and salt to the world so that the world may glorify God (Matthew 5:13-16). Let's always ask ourselves, “What would Jesus do?” Instead of seeing Jesus shooting craps, He should be seen to the Christian as overturning the tables, if not literally, at least figuratively!

Paul said, “Have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them” (Ephesians 5:11), and that's what this article is intended to do—expose gambling for the sin that it is: gambling is excessive, exploitive, and offensive. For every penny that we put into gambling, we support all the iniquity that has been referred to in this writing. Instead of supporting it, we should do our scriptural part in keeping it out of our communities, especially since, as we've noted, “Evil company corrupts good habits” (First Corinthians 15:33).

The story is told that two fellows were once in the trenches on the front lines, and they just knew they were going to die. Joe said, “I think we need to pray,” to which Roy responded, “Yes, we do. Why don’t you lead us?” “But,” Joe retorted, “I don’t know how to pray.” “Well,” Roy reluctantly replied, “I don’t really know how to either, but I think I do remember a little something about it from being in church many years ago. So here goes: B-3, N-37, O-61.” Such may be humorous, but it is sad at the same time, especially when churches get involved in one of the greatest of all played games of chance for money—BINGO. It's also very sad when churches get so involved in it that what people remember about going to church is gambling.

Nearly two-thousand years ago, Tertullian (AD 160—220) is reported to have said, “If you say you are a Christian when you are a dice player, you say what you are not, because you are a partner with the world.” Just because the government may “legalize” something, or just because churches get involved in something such as gambling, does not make it right! Let's not be Gad’s goonies by playing Gad’s game, rather let's avoid being “conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of” our minds, that we “may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God” (Romans 12:2).


[Tony E. Denton, September 1998. ASiteForTheLord.com]

