Beating the Blahs #9

“Alleviating Anxiety”

selected Scriptures

Two friends were talking one day when one said to the other, “Man, you sure look worried.”

“Yeah, I am,” came the answer. “I’ve got so many problems that if something were to go wrong today, it would be at least two weeks before I could get around to worrying about it!”

We may chuckle, but worry—along with accompanying fear and anxiety—is a serious problem. Counselor June Hunt writes,

One of the most destructive habits ensnaring human beings is also so common that many consider it as natural as breathing and as harmless as blinking. That habit is called worry. It is such a skilled and deceptive thief that its victims don’t even know they’ve been robbed…of peace, of time, of mental energy and of emotional well-being.
 
Worry can rob us of focus. When our minds are cluttered with worry, we find it difficult to concentrate on what we ought to be doing. Even the most common tasks—things we have done for years and can “do them in our sleep”—become challenging, even impossible.

Worry can rob us of 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.

Furthermore, worry can rob us of happiness. We become so preoccupied with worrying about what might happen that we fail to appreciate where we are at the moment. Chronic worriers tend to become negative, even jaded people, always expecting the worst. Our deep, relentless worries carry a similar effect. They make us uneasy. They steal smiles from our faces. They cast dark shadows on our futures by spotlighting our shameful pasts. Stubborn anxieties work like petty thieves in the dark corners of our thoughts as they pickpocket our peace and kidnap our joy.

Anxiety is a typical human problem. It has been called the official emotion of our age, and the basis of all neuroses.
 The signs of anxiety are all around us. The number of people taking prescription anti-anxiety or antidepressant medications is astronomical. Besides these, some people use alcohol and illegal drugs to calm their fears or escape reality. Others seek constant entertainment or even go shopping in an attempt to quiet their anxieties.

According to the National Institute of Mental Health, anxiety disorders are reaching epidemic proportions. In a given year nearly fifty million Americans will feel the effects of a panic attack, phobias, or other anxiety disorders. Our chests will tighten. We’ll feel dizzy and light-headed. We’ll fear crowds and avoid people. Anxiety disorders in the United States are the “number one mental health problem among…women and are second only to alcohol and drug abuse among men.”
 Another source reports, “The United States is now the most anxious nation in the world.”

How can this be? Our cars are safer than ever. We regulate food and water and electricity. Though gangs still prowl our streets, most Americans do not live under the danger of imminent attack. Yet, as Max Lucado suggests, if worry were an Olympic event, we’d win the gold medal!

While sufferers of anxiety disorders feel alone and misunderstood, it is a very common problem. These problems, in fact, have been considered the most common of emotional disorders. Approximately twenty million Americans—one in nine—are affected by this problem. So it is not an uncommon problem, and there are solutions to it.
 And this is not only a problem with adults. As psychologist Robert Leahy points out, “The average child today exhibits the same level of anxiety as the average psychiatric patient in the 1950s.”
 

This evening I want to consider this problem of alleviating anxiety in our series, “Beating the Blahs.” 

A Subtle Distinction

Three words are often used interchangeably: worry, anxiety, and fear. While all three words are related, I believe worry and anxiety are closely related, while fear refers to a broader category of its own. Yet there is a subtle distinction between anxiety and worry. Last week I looked up all three words in a dictionary. Fear is the more broad term, defined as “an unpleasant, often strong emotion caused by anticipation or awareness of danger.” Notice the words at the end: “anticipation or awareness of danger.” Danger kicks in the “fight or flight” response in our bodies, and can be triggered by a real threat (“awareness”) or an imagined one (“anticipated”). 

Although fear and anxiety are alike, psychologists usually distinguish between the two. The term fear is used when a person is in the presence of or has the anticipation of some real, often physical, danger. Whenever fear exists without any apparent danger, it is described as anxiety. That and other differences make it profitable to maintain a distinction.
 Anxiety and fear are cousins but not twins. Fear sees a threat. Anxiety imagines one.

The second term, worry, focuses on the latter of the two; Webster defines it as “mental distress or agitation resulting from concern usually for something impending or anticipated.” A specific characteristic of worry is a negative focus on the future. If you are a worrier, you are spending time speculating on what may or may not happen and then fearing the worst.
 We rarely, if ever, worry about something past or present. 

The third term, anxiety, is defined as “an abnormal and overwhelming sense of apprehension and fear often marked by physiological signs (as sweating, tension, and increased pulse), by doubt concerning the reality and nature of the threat, and by self-doubt about one’s capacity to cope with it.”
 Anxiety combines fear and doubt with regard to one’s future. Chuck Swindoll concludes, I have my own definition for anxiety. Anxiety is the painful uneasiness of the mind that feeds on impending fears.
 Max Lucado quips, “Anxiety is a meteor shower of what-ifs.”

Anxiety is an emotion characterized by feelings of uneasiness, apprehension, dread, concern, tension, restlessness, and worry. The anxious individual often anticipates misfortune, danger, or doom. In fact, anxiety is the prime symptom of neurosis.
 It is the cause of phobias. It can be the real underlying problem in people who think they have committed the unpardonable sin.

Notice, anxiety is an emotion.
 As an emotion, anxiety is not a sin. (So don’t be anxious about feeling anxious.) Anxiety can, however, lead to sinful behavior, which we will consider in a moment.
 The Bible views anxiety in two ways, as a healthy concern and as worry.

Anxiety in the form of realistic concern is neither condemned nor forbidden. Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 11:27–28 that he was not anxious (that is, worried) about the possibility of being beaten, cold, hungry, or in danger, but he did experience anxiety (that is, concern) about the welfare of the churches. This sincere care for others put a daily burden on the apostle and made Timothy “genuinely anxious” (concerned and interested) as well.

Anxiety as fret and worry appears to be what Jesus had in mind in the Sermon on the Mount. He taught that we should not worry (be anxious) about the future or about life’s basic needs, such as food and clothing. We have a heavenly Father, Jesus said, who knows what we need and will provide. In the New Testament Epistles, both Peter and Paul echoed this conclusion. “Give all your anxieties and cares to God, for he cares about what happens to you,” Peter wrote in 1 Peter 5:7. “Don’t worry about anything,” we read in Philippians 4:6. Instead, Christians are to bring their requests to God, with an attitude of thanksgiving, expecting to experience “God’s peace, which is far more wonderful than the human mind can understand.”

Anxiety as fret and worry comes when we turn from God, shift the burdens of life on to ourselves, and show by our attitudes and actions that we alone are taking responsibility for handling problems. Instead of acknowledging God’s sovereignty and power, or determining to live for him and make his kingdom our primary concern, many of us—both counselors and counselees—slip into sinful self-reliance and preoccupation with our own life pressures.

We must be careful not to confuse concern with anxiety. It is normal for a Christian to have deep concerns. Concern motivates us to intercede and to take godly actions toward meeting the needs of others. Concern, yes! Anxiety, no!

Interestingly, our 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”).
 Jesus used similar terms when He referred to worry in His parable of the sower in Mark 4. In that parable He mentions a seed being sown among thorns. 

Dr. Walter Cavert reported a survey on worry that indicated that only 8 percent of the things people worried about were legitimate matters of concern! The other 92 percent were either imaginary, never happened, or involved matters over which the people had no control anyway.
 Think about that! The vast majority of what we worry about is completely out of our hands! Much of it will never come to pass at all, or has already occurred in the past and we cannot change it. Someone has said that the average person is crucifying himself between two thieves: the regrets of yesterday and the worries about tomorrow.
  Other things we worry about we cannot control, so all we do is stew. As Tony Evans puts it, “Worry is interest paid on trouble before it’s due.”

A Sinful Decision

Worrying is not just a bad habit, it is a sinful decision. Worry is not an inherited weakness (“My mom was a worrier.”), a humorous habit (“I’m just a worrywart!”) or a justifiable excuse for prideful perfectionism (“Somebody has to worry about doing it right”).
 It is what Swindoll calls “the hurry-worry sin-drome.”
 John MacArthur adds,

Far beyond the need to avoid its psychological and physiological effects is the reality that Jesus commands us not to do it, thus making it clear that worry is a sin. The Christian who worries is really saying, “God, I know You mean well by what You say, but I’m not sure You can pull it off.” Anxiety is blatant distrust of the power and love of God. In spite of its lack of subtlety, we fall into it so easily and so often.

It is that clear: Jesus said that worry is sinful. We may dignify worry by calling it by some other name—concern, burden, a cross to bear—but the results are still the same.
 Worry is a contradiction to a life of trust.
 Corrie ten Boom said,  “Worry doesn’t empty tomorrow of its sorrow; it empties today of its strength.”
 
We all have to admit that worry is a common temptation in life. It is a favorite pastime for many. It can occupy one’s thoughts for a great portion of the day. However, worry cruelly inflicts a severe toll. But far beyond the need to avoid its psychological and physiological effects is the reality that Jesus commands us not to do it, thus making it clear that worry is a sin. The Christian who worries is really saying, “God, I know You mean well by what You say, but I’m not sure You can pull it off.”  Worry is blatant distrust of the power and love of God. In spite of its lack of subtlety, we fall into it so easily and so often. For many people, worry has become a way of life. They live in a state of uncertainty and worry.

A Stabilizing Determination

Anxiety is one of the most distressing feelings in the world. It seems that we live in an age of anxiety. But we have a choice. We do not have to feel anxious.
 Worrying is a choice, but it is not the only choice.
 There is a stabilizing determination that can replace anxiety and worry in our lives.

Jesus said in Matthew 6:25-34,

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?
And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. 
Another passage that deals with this stabilizing decision is Philippians 4:6-7,

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.
Do you notice the recurring theme in these texts? Jesus commands, “Do not worry” and Paul says, “Do not be anxious.” In Matthew 6:25 Jesus says, “Do not be anxious for your life, as to what you shall eat, or what you shall drink; nor for your body, as to what you shall put on. Is not life more than food, and the body than clothing?” The tense in the Greek text is properly translated, “Stop worrying.” The tense in verse 31 is different, however, and means, “Don’t start worrying.” Thus Jesus brackets our passage with this meaning: If you are worrying, quit; if you haven’t started, don’t.
 Turning to Philippians 4, we immediately discover a four-word command that could be rendered, “Stop worrying about anything!”
 Worry about nothing, but pray about everything.

That’s easier said than done. Just how can we overcome worry in our lives? I believe we find the answers to that question in these passages, and the key is focus. Worry focuses on the negative possibilities of the future, usually regarding things we cannot control. The defeat of worry in our lives also depends upon our focus. From these words of Jesus and Paul, I would like to provide five areas of focus we can use in our fight against worry.

Belief always precedes behavior. For this reason the apostle Paul in each of his epistles addressed convictions before he addressed actions. To change the way a person responds to life, change what a person believes about life. The most important thing about you is your belief system.

You can pick what you ponder. You didn’t select your birthplace or birth date. You didn’t choose your parents or siblings. You don’t determine the weather or the amount of salt in the ocean. There are many things in life over which you have no choice. But the greatest activity of life is well within your dominion. You can choose what you think about. You can be the air traffic controller of your mental airport. You occupy the control tower and can direct the mental traffic of your world. Thoughts circle above, coming and going. If one of them lands, it is because you gave it permission. If it leaves, it is because you directed it to do so. You can select your thought pattern.

First, we must focus on the present and not worry about the future. Jesus concludes in verse 34, “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” Worry paralyzes its victim, making him or her too upset to accomplish anything productive. It will seek to do that to us by taking us mentally into tomorrow until we find something to worry about. Refuse to go along for the ride. The Lord says we have enough to deal with today. Apply today’s resources to today’s needs or we will lose today’s joy.

Secondly, we must focus on priorities and not worry about the frivolous. Jesus said in Matthew 6:33, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness.”  Paul writes in Colossians 3:2, “Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth.” Honestly, how much of what we worry about really has to do with God and His kingdom? As we read through the Scriptures, one thing we learn is that God wants His children preoccupied with Him, not with the mundane, passing things of this world.
 Just how committed are we to His kingdom? June Hunt writes, “Freedom is found not by fretting over the temporal, but by focusing on the eternal.”
 When we do this, we will see just how relatively unimportant most things are that we worry about.
Third, we must focus on our purpose and not worry about others’ function. I mentioned previously that much of our worry deals with matters that are out of our hands. There is no sense in worrying about what someone else will do; they are going to do what they are going to do regardless of whether we are worried about it or not. Why worry about whether someone will like you, accept you, or treat you well? Likewise, it is pointless to worry about things that are in God’s hands, such as the weather, or life and death matters. On at least two occasions Jesus had to tell His disciples (in essence), “It’s none of your business” when they asked about matters that were beyond their own realm of responsibility. Too often when we worry we are so concerned about things we can do nothing about that we do nothing in those areas we can do something about! We should heed the words of William Barclay, “Let a man give his best to every situation—he cannot give more—and let him leave the rest to God.”

Fourth, we must focus on promises and not worry about our feelings. God has given us many promises in the Bible that can guard us against worrying. For example, we read the promise of Philippians 4:19, “But my God shall supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus.” God knows our daily needs and provides for us. God does not satisfy our “greeds,” but he does supply our needs (Matt. 6:19-34).
 When we feel like worrying, we need to remind ourselves of the truth found in God’s Word. This does not mean that we cannot plan ahead. I believe in wise planning, but if after doing all we are able to, we still are fearful of the future, the Lord says, “Don’t worry.” He promised to provide all our needs. That is His concern, not ours.

Finally, we must focus on prayer and not worry about figuring it out ourselves. Paul’s instruction in Philippians 4 gives the clearest way to defeat worry. Prayer brings peace, the opposite of worry. A good example of prayer in this regard is found in Psalm 139:23, “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts.” Allow the Holy Spirit to examine us within and remove the worry and anxiety from our hearts and minds. As we worry less, we will put less strain on our bodies. The mind cannot at the same time be full of God and full of fear.
 

The choice is ours.
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