The Christian and Gambling

Christians are constantly called upon to formulate decisions regarding the relationship of their faith to the many attitudes and practices of the world in which they are placed.  Realising the difficulties that can be encountered in defining Christian attitudes to one of today's gravest of social problems, the question of gambling, the 1976 Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of Queensland commended the following theological principles as guidelines to assist members in their thinking.

The calling of the Christian is
(a)
to be a steward of God's gifts and to offer the service of his possessions to his Lord. 

(b)
to affirm belief in the Providence of God and to trust his life to God’s care.

(c)
to seek first the Kingdom and to refrain from covetousness.

It is important that individual communicants, Sessions, and congregations give some thought to the implications of these basic tenets.
THE GAMBLING CRAZE

No one can deny there IS a gambling craze and that the practice of gambling is rapidly becoming socially acceptable to Australians everywhere.  It was reported to the 1976 Assembly that "the prevalence of gambling in our country is evident in the large financial turnover of the racing 'industry', various lotteries, poker machines, a casino, and a host of raffles and sweeps … Altogether, gambling in these forms constitutes one of Australia's biggest financial 'industries'." 

Indeed, the mass circulation of raffle tickets through newspapers offering fantastically high prizes, such as houses, expensive cars, boats, and even station properties, is a cause for concern.  Hundreds of bingo sessions draw literally thousands of patrons; and the Government has now introduced poker machines into Queensland clubs and casinos into the State.

This is a scene which spells concern for Christians because what is at work in this gambling craze is a massive, soulless economic exploitation which cares nothing about the harm that can be done to people.  It is an exploitation which encourages the acquisitive attitude to life, an attitude fast becoming socially acceptable to the unthinking.

DEFINITION Of GAMBLING
The term ‘gambling’ generally covers those activities mentioned above and others similar to them.  It is the GREEDY DESIRE for gain by the exercise of chance and at the expense of another.  It is the endeavour to obtain certain benefits, not by minimising the element of risk, but by maximising risk.  It is the attempt to obtain gain mainly by the exercise of chance.

A notable definition of gambling is this one by Canon Peter Green of Manchester, England – “A gamble is a transaction between two parties, whereby the transfer of something of value is made wholly dependent on chance in such a way that the whole gain of one party is the whole loss of the other”.

When the full implications of this definition seep into our minds, our gambling win makes us feel somewhat shabby.  We have not earned our win.  Nor have we exchanged it for merchandise.  Nor have we received it as a gift of goodwill.  Our win has come to us as the LAW OF THE JUNGLE – every man for himself.  The Christian, who has the welfare of his brother at heart, would not want to contribute to his brother’s loss.

Still another useful definition is the following by Gordon Moody – 

“A gamble is (1) a redistribution of wealth, (2) on the basis of an artificially created risk, (3) involving gain, without service rendered, for one party, (4) at the loss of another party, (5) on an appeal to chance.”

WHAT’S WRONG WITH IT?

Whichever definition we adopt as a true description of the term, it will be seen at once that for the Christian, there is much that is wrong with gambling.  The Christian is called to exercise a life of outgoing love.  Concern for others, rather than greedy concern for self, is one of his basic considerations.  He is committed to follow the commandments of His Lord and deny himself.

And even though most Christians probably practice this concern for others rather imperfectly, yet it is of the essential nature of the Christian faith because it was an attitude lived out so obviously in the life of the Lord Himself.  It is impossible to imagine Jesus as a gambler.  

How can a man DENY himself when he gambles?  Gambling fosters the contrary attitude:  the ELEVATION of self.  The gambler is seeking gain without service rendered and that at the loss of somebody else.

Nobody enters the TAB to deny himself and seek the benefit of his fellows.  He is there because he is concerned with private gain.  “Prevalent gambling is a symptom of prevalent selfishness” (from a report presented to Assembly).

People often say, “I’m not hurting anyone when I gamble”.  That is a statement open to question.  As the same report highlights, “Christian welfare agencies can provide many stories of people who have suffered because the breadwinner denied them their needs by futile gambling.  It is not unknown for big-time gambling to produce hatred, blackmail, and even murder”.

Gambling has been known to leave behind a trail of human tragedy which makes great demands on the resources of any community.  There is evidence that the practice of gambling DOES hurt people:  it hurts the individual gambler as well as society as a whole.

ASSEMBLY GUIDELINES
It is our conviction therefore that the Assembly's guidelines referred to at the outset are highly significant and that the Church as a whole must take a fresh look at the whole question of gambling in a day when the practice is reaching the epidemic proportions of an insidious national disease.

As Christians, we must reaffirm our belief that: 

1. THE CALLING OF THE CHRISTIAN IS TO BE A STEWARD OF GOD'S GIFTS AND TO OFFER THE SERVICE OF HIS POSSESSIONS TO HIS LORD. 

The gambler is not acting as a steward of God's gifts and is in fact, opposing the Christian philosophy of life.  The Bible teaches so clearly that our possessions are, given to us on trust from God and that they must be used responsibly.  It is not a responsible use of money to gather it into huge amounts and distribute it by chance to the few at the expense of the needy.  Since gambling seeks the most gain for the least outlay it is an unworthy response to the Christian’s calling as a steward.

2.
THE CALLING OF THE CHRISTIAN IS TO AFFIRM BELIEF IN THE PROVIDENCE OF GOD AND TO TRUST HIS LIFE TO GOD'S CARE. 

The gambler bases his activities purely on chance or “Lady Luck”, whereas the Christian is called to relate the whole of his life to God.  “All of life is a gamble” is the untrue cry of the gambler.  His rule of life is in the chance throw of the dice.  Just as some believe their fate is in the stars, so the gambler believes that one day his number will turn up.  Such an attitude is a denial of the providence of God.

3. THE CALLING OF THE CHRISTIAN IS TO SEEK FIRST THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND TO REFRAIN FROM COVETOUSNESS.

The gambler is essentially motivated by gain:  the greater the odds the bigger the gain.  Whatever his gambling preference might be, the basic motivation is to get much for little.  This is covetousness.  And Racing, the Pools, Bingo, the TAB, the Casino and all forms of gambling seek to exploit this motive.

Archbishop Temple once said, “The persistent appeal to covetousness is fundamentally opposed to the unselfishness which Christ taught.  The attempt (which is inseparable from gambling) to make a profit out of the inevitable loss and possible suffering of others is the very anti-thesis of love of one’s neighbour on which the Lord insisted.”

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION: 

1. How far can it be said that the gambling craze, with its insistence on something for nothing, has contributed to the huge rise in white collar crime in modern Australian society?

2. Is it possible to imagine Jesus as a gambler?

3. “I’m not hurting anyone when I gamble.”  Discuss.

4. Why is it untrue to say “All of life is a gamble”?

5. Does the practice of gambling act as an anaesthetic to deaden the ‘pain’ of giving?  What are the likely effects of gambling on the charitable instincts of man?

BIBLE PASSAGES –

I Timothy 6:6-10

Luke 12:15

II Corinthians 9:6-15

Proverbs 15:27, 21:25,26

PUBLISHED BY the Public Questions and Communications Committee of the Presbyterian Church of Queensland, 35 Amelia Street, Fortitude Valley  Q  4006  Phone 3252 1114  Email publicquestions@pcq.org.au

PAGE  
3

