Living Above the Circumstances #11

“Coping with Distress”

Philippians 4:4-7

Stress is a buzzword these days. With all the attention toward stress reduction and stress management, we seemed to be more stressed out than ever. Stress at home, stress at work, stress while driving, stress while sleeping (yes, you can even be stressed out while you sleep!) piles up until we feel like we’re coming apart at the seams.

What do we mean by “stress”? In the language of physics, stress is a term used by engineers to describe both the external force applied to a material and the internal strength required to resist the pressure.
 In our personal lives, stress likewise deals with the external forces that affect our lives and the internal response to these forces.

Dr. Hans Selye, known as the father of stress research, defines stress as “the nonspecific response of the body to any demand.”
 He writes in his book, The Stress of Life,

No one can live without experiencing some degree of stress. You may think that only serious disease or intensive physical or mental injury can cause stress. This is false. Crossing a busy intersection, exposure to a draft, or even sheer joy are enough to activate the body’s stress mechanism to some extent. Stress is not even necessarily bad for you; it is also the spice of life, for any emotion, any activity, causes stress.”

He em​phasizes in all his writings that the body can respond in the same manner to many types of pressure—both good and bad. Selye coined the words “eustress” meaning good stress and “distress” meaning bad stress. The excitement of getting married or watching the home team play a winning game can produce as much stress as strug​gling to meet a publisher’s deadline or facing an angry boss. Although the one causes good stress (eustress) and the other bad stress (distress), both make the same demands on the body.

While stress reduction and stress management are helpful skills in life, we will never completely eliminate stress, as we have seen. The key is not escaping stress, but enduring stress in our lives.

Life can be so unpredictable. You just never know what is going to happen next. When you think you have everything exactly as you want it, something that you don’t want comes along, and it’s time to start all over again.

The unpredictability of life is due in part to the unpredictable people we meet, the unpredictable problems we face and the unpredictable situations we encounter. But I have good news for you. The Scriptures give us guidelines that tell us how to cope with the people, the problems and the situations that come our way.
 As we continue our study of Philippians, we discover truth on coping with distress.

The Prevalent Anxiety

Paul begins Philippians 4:6, “Do not be anxious about anything…” precisely because we tend to be anxious about everything. The prevalent anxiety affects nearly everyone at some level.

A common synonym for anxiety is “worry.” What are some of the symptoms of worry? See if any of these physical conditions apply to you:

· Are you having difficulty sleeping?
· Are you losing your appetite?
· Are you overeating?
· Are you experiencing headaches?
· Are you having stomach problems?

· Are you struggling with maintaining good health?

Worry can take away our health. When we worry, our adrenaline goes up, our heart rate increases, and our digestive system kicks into overdrive. When we worry all the time, this can lead to sleeplessness, heart disease, ulcers, and acid reflux disease.

Interestingly, our English word worry comes from the Old English term wyrgan, which means, “to choke or strangle.”
 The New Testament uses the Greek verb merimnao, meaning, “to be divided or distracted.” In Latin the same word is translated anxius, which carries the added nuance of choking or strangling (similar to where we get “worry”). Chuck Swindoll concludes, “I have my own definition for anxiety. Anxiety is the painful uneasiness of the mind that feeds on impending fears. In its mildest form we simply churn. In its most severe form we panic.”

When we examine the teaching of Jesus, two words summarize His opinion of worry: irrelevant and irreverent. He asks and answers in Matthew 6:27, “Can all your worries add a single moment to your life? Of course not.” Worry is irrelevant. It alters nothing. When was the last time you solved a problem by worrying about it? Imagine someone saying, “I got behind in my bills, so I resolved to worry my way out of debt. And, you know, it worked! A few sleepless nights, a day of puking and hand wringing. I yelled at my kids and took some pills, and—glory to worry—money appeared on my desk.”

It doesn’t happen! Worry changes nothing. You don’t add one day to your life or one bit of life to your day by worrying. Your anxiety earns you heartburn, nothing more. Regarding the things about which we fret:

• 40 percent never happen

• 30 percent regard unchangeable deeds of the past

• 12 percent focus on the opinions of others that cannot be controlled

• 10 percent center on personal health, which only worsens as we worry about it

•   8 percent concern real problems that we can influence 

I’m no math major, but quick addition tells me that ninety-two percent of our worries are needless! 

But not only is worry irrelevant, doing nothing; worry is irreverent, distrusting God. Jesus went on to say in Matthew 6:28-30,

And why worry about your clothes? Look at the lilies and how they grow. They don’t work or make their clothing, yet Solomon in all his glory was not dressed as beautifully as they are. And if God cares so wonderfully for flowers that are here today and gone tomorrow, won’t he more surely care for you? You have so little faith! 
Worry betrays a fragile faith, an “unconscious blasphemy.”
 We don’t intentionally doubt God, but don’t we, when we worry, essentially doubt God?
 Yet worry is perhaps the most prevalent sin among Christians. Yes, you heard me right: Worry, according to the Word of God, is a sin. It is not dealt with as a weakness or a failure that is excused because everyone worries. Worry is dealt with as a sin.
 Chuck Swindoll calls it, “the most universal of all addictions,” and that “more people are addicted to worry than all other addictions combined.”

Max Lucado writes as only he can,

Some of us have postgraduate degrees from the University of Anxiety. We go to sleep worried that we won’t wake up; we wake up worried that we didn’t sleep. We worry that someone will discover that lettuce was fattening all along. The mother of one teenager bemoaned, “My daughter doesn’t tell me anything. I’m a nervous wreck.” Another mother replied, “My daughter tells me everything. I’m a nervous wreck.” Wouldn’t you love to stop worrying? Could you use a strong shelter from life’s harsh elements? God offers you just that: the possibility of a worry-free life. Not just less worry, but no worry.

Does this seem unreal to you? In our text from Philippians we have God’s prescription for a worry-free life.

The Prescribed Actions

Let’s consider the prescribed actions in Philippians 4:4-6,

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 

When worry rears its ugly head, the first thing we need is not a pill to calm us down. Instead, God says we must make a shift in our focus, because whoever or whatever controls our minds controls us. Instead of focusing on and being controlled by worry, God wants us to focus on Him and allow His Word and Spirit to control us.

I want to take these three practical steps in reverse order, beginning with verse six. I like how The Living Bible paraphrases this: “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything; tell God your needs and don’t forget to thank him for his answers.” The first action we are to take is release. Let it go. All the distress, all the fear, all the worry, all the doubt…just let it go. These six words form the foundation of God’s therapeutic process for all worrywarts:

WORRY ABOUT NOTHING, PRAY ABOUT EVERYTHING

Paul counsels us to take “everything to God in prayer.” We are prone to pray about the “big things” in life and forget to pray about the so-called “little things”—until they grow and become big things!
 The clever little slogan advises: “Don’t sweat the small stuff.” The small stuff can easily build into big stuff if we start dwelling on it, though. But in Christ, we can let God sweat all stuff, big or small.
 Nothing is too great for God’s power; nothing too small for his fatherly care.

Peter also told us what we are to do with all of our anxieties in 1 Peter 5:7, “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” Strong verb there. Not place, lay, or occasionally offer, but cast. Peter enlisted the same verb Gospel writers used to describe the way Jesus treated demons. He cast them out. An authoritative hand on the collar, another on the belt, and a “Don’t come back.”
 We are to take our painful anxieties and hurl them—all of them—on the Lord.

Back to Philippians 4:6, Paul does not merely write, “Pray about it!” He uses three different words to describe right praying: prayer, petition, and thanksgiving. The word “prayer” is the general word for making requests known to the Lord. It carries the idea of adoration. The second is “petition,” a specific asking for God’s intervention in our needs and problems. After adoration and asking comes appreciation, giving thanks to God. When Jesus healed ten lepers in Luke 17:11–19, only one of the ten returned to give thanks, and I wonder if the percentage is any higher today. We tend to be eager to ask but slow to appreciate.

Prayer should be the first response, not the last resort. Instead of waiting for a major crisis and saying, “This is really serious—I’d better pray about it,” it makes more sense to be serious with God in the minor and mundane things of life. That way, it’s much easier to draw strength and peace from Him when things are really on the line.

Daniel gives us a wonderful illustration of peace through prayer. When the king announced that none of his subjects was to pray to anyone except the king, Daniel went to his room, opened his windows, and prayed as before. Note how Daniel prayed. He “prayed, and gave thanks before his God” (Dan. 6:10) and he made supplication (Dan. 6:11). Prayer—petition—thanksgiving! And the result was perfect peace in the midst of difficulty! Daniel was able to spend the night with the lions in perfect peace, while the king in his palace could not sleep (Dan. 6:18).

The second prescribed action is relax, from verse 5: “Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near.” You might be wondering, “Where do you find ‘relax’ in Paul’s words? Some translations use the word “moderation.” We think of moderation as being lukewarm or insipid, but that’s not what Paul means. The Greek word used is epieikes, meaning “flexibility” or “adaptability.”
 Anxiety makes us rigid and stiff, but relaxation allows us to be flexible and adaptable—able to roll with the punches of life.  

Another commentator speaks of this word as, “do not make a rigorous and obstinate stand for what is your just due.”
 This is how such a relaxed attitude relates to others. Don’t be so insistent that you get your fair share or what you think is owed to you. Let it go. Relax. Let God sort it out. 

The third prescribed action is, as you might expect from this letter, rejoice. Verse 4 states, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” Notice that Paul does not say, “Don’t worry—be happy!” Happiness is an emotion, and we cannot control how we feel. Joy, on the other hand, is a choice, an act of the will that praises God for what He is going to do. Don’t worry—choose joy!
 This requires an act of the will based on the understanding of the mind.

Note the word “always.” That word is all-inclusive. It covers every eventuality and in principle tells you what to do with every situation. How can anyone possibly do that? The key is the phrase “in the Lord.” Rejoicing is actually a statement of faith, an assurance that God is in control and that He is working in all circumstances to bring about His perfect plan. There are some circumstances in which people are not going to be deliriously happy. People not in the Lord in those situations simply aren’t very happy, and that’s all there is to it! But people in the Lord have reserves of strength that allow them to be above their circumstances and to live in an area of existence where supra-normal behavior is expected. Hence the instruction, “Rejoice in the Lord always.”

This is a command, not simply good advice. Obedience to this command is possible because the ground of this rejoicing is changeless. Our circumstances may rightly call from us grief, tears, and sorrow. Unless the Lord comes back first, each of us will face death—our own, and if we live long enough, the death of loved ones and friends. And we will weep. But even in our tears, we may rejoice, we will rejoice, we must rejoice, for we rejoice in the Lord. He does not change. And that is why we shall rejoice in the Lord always.

Want to live a worry-free life? Try these three prescribed actions:

· Release all anxiety through prayer

· Relax our grip on our rights and expectations

· Rejoice for what the Lord is going to do (even though you don’t know what that is!)

Here’s the best part: You don’t need a doctor’s prescription, no trips to the pharmacy, and no worries about whether your health insurance will cover the premiums! And no harmful side effects, either!

The Promised Aftermath

Well, there is one side effect, I suppose. The promised aftermath is seen in verse 7: “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Again, The Living Bible gives a fresh angle on this verse: “If you do this you will experience God’s peace, which is far more wonderful than the human mind can understand. His peace will keep your thoughts and your hearts quiet and at rest as you trust in Christ Jesus.”
The word “peace” is a key word in the Old Testament. The Hebrew word shalom meant much more than an absence of conflict or fear. Biblical peace is not merely a psychological state of mind, but an inner tranquility based on peace with God—the condition of those whose sins are forgiven and who have nothing to fear. The opposite of anxiety, it is the tranquility that comes when the believer commits all his cares to God in prayer and worries about them no more.

Paul uses a military metaphor in describing the activity of God’s peace, which is almost personified. The Philippians, living in a garrison town, would be familiar with the sight of the Roman sentry, maintaining his watch.
 As we transfer our troubles to God through prayer, “Corporal Peace” is appointed the duty of marching as a silent sentry around our minds and our emotions, calming us within.
 God’s “protective custody” extends to the core of our beings.

Peace is the opposite of turmoil and worry. Most people think peace requires the absence of problems, but not for God’s people. God’s peace doesn’t make sense to the natural mind because it comes in the middle of our problems and in spite of our problems. That’s how you know that what you are experiencing is God’s peace. It’s peace that doesn’t make sense, peace you can’t conjure up on your own or manipulate. God’s peace is when the storm hasn’t died down, and yet you are singing. You are sleeping for the first time in weeks. Everything around you says you should be tearing your hair out, but you have a calmness of spirit that can’t be explained apart from God.
 As one widow whose husband was killed in a plane crash spoke of this peace, “I never realized what it meant, but I now know how it feels.”
 We may not be able to explain it, but we will know when we experience it.

Now, if we are to make this practical, we are going to have to begin practicing it. We are well practiced on how to worry but not so much on how to trust.
 Many believers memorize these verses so they can repeat them in times of stress or trouble. But that may not be of much help if you look on them as spiritual band-aids to slap on the situation. These assurances are based on a life-style that is built on being in Christ, rejoicing in Him and being considerate and charitable because you feel His presence always. What Paul seems to be telling us is to not hit the prayer button simply to avoid the panic button. Instead, you turn everything over to God before it happens, and Paul literally means everything and before.

Worry is a choice, a choice to not trust God. Worry is an expression of doubt, a lack of faith that God can see us through. Remember what God has done in the past. Release our hold on the present and future through prayer. Relax and rejoice in His peace. 

You can live worry-free!
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