Living in the Power of His Resurrection #4

“Overcoming Worry”

Philippians 4:6-7
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.

We’ve come to a point in our society when “worry” has become an epidemic, if not an outright plague. Strangely, some seem to treat anxiety like a close friend they don’t want to lose: They excuse it, make room for it, accommodate it, and coddle it. They treat it like a destructive, codependent relationship, and it eats away at their peace and joy day after day. Think about what worry really is and does. When we worry, we’re preoccupied with distressing fears—burdened by the past, nervous about the present, and tormented by the future. We live in the realm of “what-ifs.” That kind of mental and emotional agitation can’t be healthy.

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!”

One reason anxiety is such a common problem is that it’s available in so many varieties. We can worry about yesterday, today, tomorrow, jobs, money, health, children, what people will say or think, or even nuclear war and global warming. There is no lack of things to worry about.
 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.

Sound too good to be true? Perhaps, but it isn’t. It is possible to overcome worry by living in the power of Christ’s resurrection. And the way to live worry-free is simple, though it’s not always easy.

The Serious Problem

We begin with the serious problem of worry. 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. Chronic worriers often have physiological symptoms as well, including headaches, heart palpitations, sweat pouring down the forehead, and panic attacks.

What are some symptoms of worry? See if any of these 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?
 

These are not all of the symptoms of worry, and not all of these are exclusively the result of worrying. But they do indicate what happens when a person worries a lot.

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.

Worry and anxiety are called the most useless of emotions, but they dog our steps constantly.
 Worry is like a rocking chair. It requires a lot of effort, but it doesn’t get you anywhere. Worry has never changed anything, except the quality of the worrier’s health (for the worse). Worry may take hours off your life, but it won’t add one hour to it.

Even more than the health hazard, worry is a spiritual stumbling block. 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”).
 

John MacArthur writes,

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… 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.

Yes, you heard that right. Worrying is sin.
To worry is to question God’s integrity, which is the opposite of believing Him.
Let me put it a little more bluntly. To worry is to say, “God, You are lying when You promise to meet my needs. You must not really be a good Father because I don’t think I can trust You to do what You said.”

Corrie ten Boom put it this way: “Worry is a cycle of inefficient thoughts whirling around a center of fear…. Worry doesn’t empty tomorrow of its sorrow; it empties today of its strength.”
 We cannot live in the power of His resurrection while worrying.

The Simple Prescription

There is a simple prescription for worry found in the Scriptures. Turn first to Matthew 6:25-34, where Jesus says,

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. 
Jesus has a blunt, straight-forward remedy for worry: don’t. No less than five times He uses the Greek term merimnao which literally means, “to choke.”
 The tense in verse 25 means, “Stop worrying,” while in verse 31 it means, “Don’t start worrying.” If you are worrying, quit; if you haven’t started, don’t.

Years ago I heard a poem based on this passage put to music:
Said the robin to the sparrow, “I should really like to know

Why these anxious human beings rush about and worry so.”

Said the sparrow to the robin, “Friend, I think that it must be

That they have no heavenly Father such as cares for you and me.”
 

Those who engage in incessant worry find their entire lives off-kilter, teetering on the brink of breakdown.

Two words summarize Jesus’ opinion of worry: irrelevant and irreverent.
“Can all your worries add a single moment to your life? Of course not” (Matt. 6:27). 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

Ninety-two percent of our worries are needless! Not only is worry irrelevant, doing nothing; worry is irreverent, distrusting God. In verse 30 He says of His audience, “O you of little faith!” Worry betrays a fragile faith, what one commentator calls an “unconscious blasphemy.”
 We don’t intentionally doubt God, but don’t we, when we worry, essentially doubt God?

George Müeller, the 19th century founder of orphanages that cared for thousands of children and handled millions of dollars donated on faith, said: “The beginning of anxiety is the end of faith. The beginning of true faith is the end of anxiety.”

Jesus gives the first part of the simple prescription for worry: don’t. Paul provides the positive alterative to worry in Philippians 4:6, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” It really is that simple: Don’t worry about anything; pray about everything. 

Instead of living uptight, tense, uneasy lives, we need to bring everything to God in prayer. And “everything” means everything. This is key. Don’t worry about anything; pray about everything. If you feel agitated, pray about it. If you’re scared, lift it to the Lord. If you’re burdened by a past that threatens to come back and haunt you, go to God and ask Him to take it from you.

Of course, whatever we pray about is already known by God. So why pray? As we bring our requests, which reflect every possible cause for anxiety, we are casting all our cares on God and are declaring our absolute dependence upon him.

Many believers memorize Philippians 4:6-7, so they can repeat these verses in times of stress or trouble. But memorizing these verses may not be of much help if you look on them as spiritual Band-Aids to slap on a stressful situation. The assurances of this text are based on a life-style that is built on being in Christ, rejoicing in Him and living in the power of His resurrection daily.

What Paul seems to be telling us is to not hit the prayer button simply to avoid the panic button. Prayer should be the first response, not the last resort. Instead of trying to fix it or handle it ourselves first, we should immediately turn to God in prayer. 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.
 
Want to worry less? Then pray more. Rather than look forward in fear, look upward in faith.
 By refocusing on the joy we have “in the Lord,” we already begin to pour water on the flames of worry.

Tony Evans provides this practical application:

If you are prone to being anxious about things, I want you to make yourself a worry box. Take a shoe box or something and cut a hole in the lid. Then when Satan starts pushing you to worry, write down your concern, look up to God, and pray, “Lord, this is what I’m worried about. But You told me not to worry, so I am going to put this worry in my box as an admission that I can’t handle it. This means it’s Yours to handle, and I’m trusting You to take care of it.”
Am I telling you all your problems will go away if you put them in a worry box? No, but I am telling you that when you learn to replace worry with prayer and faith, God will open an umbrella over you in the midst of your storm to keep you from getting drenched. And He will give you peace that surpasses all comprehension.

The Soothing Product

That peace is what I am calling the soothing product of this process. I like how The Living Bible paraphrases Philippians 4:6-7,

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything; tell God your needs and don’t forget to thank him for his answers. 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 hearts quiet and at rest as you trust in Christ Jesus.
The result of not worrying about anything but praying about everything is that “God’s peace” guards the heart and the mind.
 Paul probably had in mind the Jewish concept of shalom. Shalom is often translated in our English Bibles as the word “peace.” But it means much more than our common conceptions of that word convey. Shalom is more than the absence of hostility or an inner sense of personal well-being. The nuances contained in this single Hebrew word require a cluster of English terms to adequately represent it: wholeness, harmony, flourishing, delight, fulfillment. Shalom is the dream of God for a world set right.

No wonder Paul says that God’s peace “surpasses all comprehension” and is able to “guard” our hearts and minds in Christ! This is no mere absence of anxiety, but a positive presence of God’s Spirit of comfort and joy. This kind of peace doesn’t simply extinguish the flames of anxiety—God’s shalom replaces the dry, parched conditions that ignite worry with the cool, clear, nourishing streams of the river of life!

Trusting God in prayer ushers in God’s peace. Not a fleeting, emotional peace, but His eternal peace. The same tranquility that marks the throne room, God offers to you. Do you think God battles anxiety? You suppose he ever wrings His hands or asks the angels for antacids? Of course not. A problem is no more a challenge to God than a twig is to an elephant. God enjoys perfect peace because God enjoys perfect power.

And He offers his peace to you. A peace that will “guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.” Paul employs a military metaphor here. The Philippians, living in a garrison town, were accustomed to the Roman sentries maintaining their watch. Before any enemy could get inside, he had to pass through the guards. God gives you the same offer. His supernatural peace overshadows you like a protective dome, guarding your heart.

Worry is an option, not an obligation. God can lead you into a worry-free world. Be quick to pray. Focus less on the problems ahead and more on the victories behind. Do your part, and God will do his. He will guard your heart with his peace…a peace that passes understanding.

Now before you say, “I can’t help it!” may I remind you of one of our key verses throughout this series of messages. We read in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.” His divine power—the same dynamic that raised Jesus Christ from the dead—flows through our spiritual veins. This is what it means to live in the power of His resurrection! Don’t say you can’t…you can! Don't worry about anything; pray about everything, and you will have His peace.

Peter Marshall, who served as chaplain to the U. S. Senate, once prayed at the opening of the Senate, 

Help us to do our very best this day and be content with today’s troubles, so that we shall not borrow the troubles of tomorrow. Save us from the sin of worrying, lest stomach ulcers be the badge of our lack of faith. Amen.
 

Amen!
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