Prayer: Why Bother?

#5 – “A Matter of Peace”

Philippians 4:6-7

Chances are that you or someone you know seriously struggles with anxiety. 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.”

The United States is now the most anxious nation in the world.
 (Congratulations to us!) The land of the Stars and Stripes has become the country of stress and strife. This is a costly achievement. Stress-related ailments cost the nation $300 billion every year in medical bills and lost productivity, while our usage of sedative drugs keeps skyrocketing; just between 1997 and 2004, Americans more than doubled their spending on anti-anxiety medications like Xanax and Valium, from $900 million to $2.1 billion.
 The Journal of the American Medical Association cited a study that indicates an exponential increase in depression. People of each generation in the twentieth century “were three times more likely to experience depression” than people of the preceding generation.
 

Our college kids are feeling it as well. In a study that involved more than two hundred thousand incoming freshmen, students reported all-time lows in overall mental health and emotional stability. As psychologist Robert Leahy points out, “The average child today exhibits the same level of anxiety as the average psychiatric patient in the 1950s.”
 Kids have more toys, clothes, and opportunities than ever, but by the time they leave home, they are wrapped tighter than Egyptian mummies.

Anxiety has become an epidemic, if not an outright plague, in our culture. Yet some 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 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.

No wonder Jesus took worldly worry head-on in His Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 6:25–34. Five times in that famous passage the Greek term meaning “to worry” appears:

· “For this reason I say to you, do not be worried about your life.” (6:25)

· “Who of you by being worried can add a single hour to his life?” (6:27)

· “And why are you worried about clothing?” (6:28)

· “Do not worry then.” (6:31)

· “Do not worry about tomorrow; for tomorrow will care for itself.” (6:34) 

“Do not worry” is a negative command based on the idea that anxiety betrays a lack of trust in God’s care and is a species of “unconscious blasphemy” against Him (as Oswald Chambers put it).

“Well, that’s just fine!” you may be thinking. “How do I stop worrying? It’s not like I can just flip a switch and turn it off!” That’s true. Whenever God tells us to stop doing something He always tells us to start doing something else. We find that in Paul’s words recorded in 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.
Why bother to pray? It is a matter of peace.

The Problem of Panic

Let’s begin with the problem of panic. I like the way Max Lucado describes it:

Anxiety is a meteor shower of what-ifs. Anxiety is trepidation. It’s a suspicion, an apprehension. Life in a minor key with major concerns. Perpetually on the pirate ship’s plank. You’re part Chicken Little and part Eeyore. The sky is falling, and it’s falling disproportionately on you. As a result you are anxious. 

Anxiety and fear are cousins but not twins. Fear sees a threat. Anxiety imagines one. Fear screams, “Get out!” Anxiety ponders, “What if?”Fear results in fight or flight. Anxiety creates doom and gloom.

Anxiety takes our breath, for sure. If only that were all it took. It also takes our sleep. Our energy. Our well-being. Anxiety can twist us into emotional pretzels. It can make our eyes twitch, blood pressure rise, heads ache, and armpits sweat. To see the consequences of anxiety, just read about half the ailments in a medical textbook.

Is anxiety a sin? Anxiety itself is not a sin; it is an emotion. (So don’t be anxious about feeling anxious.) Anxiety can, however, lead to sinful behavior. When we numb our fears with six-packs or food binges, when we spew anger or when we peddle our fears to anyone who will buy them, we are sinning. If toxic anxiety leads you to abandon your spouse, neglect your kids, break covenants or break hearts, take heed. Jesus gave this word: “Be careful, or your hearts will be weighed down with the anxieties of life” (Luke 21:34). Is your heart weighed down with worry?

Yet Paul writes in Philippians 4:6, “Do not be anxious about anything.” How do we pull that off if anxiety is an emotion? Think of it this way: Anxiety—the feeling—is the temptation to worry—the sin. We may feel anxious, and we cannot do much about that, but what we choose to do with that feeling is the difference between sin and not. (This is also true regarding the emotions of anger, lust, and frustration.)

Paul writes this phrase in the present tense, indicating that the readers must stop what they are habitually doing. The same verb is used with a positive connotation in Paul’s prediction that Timothy “will show genuine concern” for the welfare of the church in Philippi in Philippians 2:20. But evidently the Philippians had crossed the line from having genuine concern to being overly concerned and distressed by their concerns.

The apostle understands that anxious thoughts naturally multiply in times of trouble. But he calls for his friends to make a concerted effort to stop their obsession with worrying. His comprehensive prohibition allows them no exception: nothing, absolutely nothing, is a proper object of the continuous stress of worry.

It’s enough to make us wonder if the apostle Paul was out of touch with reality when he wrote, “Do not be anxious about anything,” Seriously? Never anxious? Is this what he meant? Not exactly. The way he wrote the phrase implies an ongoing state. It’s the life of perpetual anxiety that Paul wanted to address. The presence of anxiety is unavoidable, but the prison of anxiety is optional.

Remember Paul wasn’t lounging under a palm tree on the Isle of Capri sipping a cool drink, dictating, “Don’t worry, be happy!” Not at all. Paul’s very life was in danger. He wrote earlier in the letter than he didn’t know if he would live or die! And he’s saying, “Don’t be anxious about anything”?
Paul’s command is an echo of Jesus’ teaching to his disciples in Matthew 6:25–34. There Jesus asked His hearers to consider the birds of the air as examples of God’s provision, then asked, “Are you not of more value than they?” I have always liked this poem, put to music by Phil Keaggy years ago:

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.”

The Practice of Prayer

So how do we avoid the problem of panic? It’s not enough to not to something bad; we need to replace the bad with good. In this case, prayer is the antidote to worry.
 A comprehensive positive—but in everything—establishes a total contrast with the comprehensive negative—nothing. Only by praying with thanksgiving in every situation is it possible to stop being anxious about anything. The continuous positive focus of praying with thanksgiving to God in everything breaks and replaces the habit of worry.

Instead of living uptight, tense, uneasy lives, we need to bring everything to God “by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving.” And “everything” means everything. This is key. Worry about nothing; 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. If you can’t get through a minute of the day without stressing about your loved ones, spend that time interceding on their behalf instead of mentally and emotionally running through fruitless “what-if” scenarios.

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! Talking to God about everything that concerns us is the first step toward victory over worry.
 Every time we feel anxious, we should see that as a call from God telling us that it’s time to pray. This is an important principle: the more you worry, the less you pray. The more you pray, the less you worry.

As mentioned earlier, anxiety is a feeling, an emotion. As such, anxiety is not a sin, but it is a temptation to sin by worrying. The choice is ours. We can choose to worry and obsess about the problem, or we can choose prayer over despair. Peace happens when people pray.

God calls us to pray about everything. The terms prayer, petition, and thanksgiving, are similar but not identical. Prayer is a general devotion; the word includes worship and adoration. Supplication suggests humility. We are the supplicants in the sense that we make no demands; we simply offer humble requests. A request is exactly that—a specific petition. We tell God exactly what we want. We pray the particulars of our problems.

Literally, Paul says, “let your requests be made known to God.” By telling us to let our requests be made known to God, Paul is not presupposing that God does not know our needs before we give voice to them. Matthew 6:32 offers the assurance that “your heavenly Father knows that you need them” as the antidote to worry. By expressing our specific requests to God, we acknowledge our total dependence upon God. Prayer orients our lives toward God; we grow in an open relationship with God by presenting our specific needs and desires to him.

And don’t forget thanksgiving. Gratitude is a mindful awareness of the benefits of life. It is the greatest of virtues. Studies have linked the emotion with a variety of positive effects. Grateful people tend to be more empathetic and forgiving of others. People who keep a gratitude journal are more likely to have a positive outlook on life. Grateful individuals demonstrate less envy, materialism, and self-centeredness. Gratitude improves self-esteem and enhances relationships, quality of sleep, and longevity. If it came in pill form, gratitude would be deemed the miracle cure. It’s no wonder, then, that God’s anxiety therapy includes a large, delightful dollop of gratitude.

But what about when prayer feels frustrating—like when you go to a soda machine, put in your money, punch the button, and nothing comes out? Thinking of it in those terms causes us to miss how prayer works. We are to pray “with thanksgiving.” Of course, when you have a problem and it isn’t going away, giving thanks is not at the top of your priorities list. But Paul’s telling us to give thanks, not for the problem itself but for the God we are inviting into our specific problem. Offering thanks is a demonstration of faith in God’s goodness and provision despite what we see.
 Thanksgiving is an act of faith. And as Paul commands in 1 Thessalonians 5:18, “In everything give thanks.”
Don’t worry about anything.

Pray about everything.

The Product of Peace

When we do this, we will experience the product of peace. Paul writes in verse 7, “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” The good life begins, not when circumstances change, but when our attitude toward them does.

The result is that the “peace of God” guards the heart and the mind. You will remember that Paul was chained to a Roman soldier, guarded day and night. In like manner, “the peace of God” stands guard over the two areas that create worry—the heart (wrong feeling) and the mind (wrong thinking). When we give our hearts to Christ in salvation, we experience “peace with God”; but the “peace of God” takes us a step farther into His blessings. This does not mean the absence of trials on the outside, but it does mean a quiet confidence within, regardless of circumstances, people, or things.

This peace of God denotes the peace that God himself has. In this sense, the peace of God refers to the calm serenity that characterizes God’s very nature. Although the peace of God refers primarily to the peace God has and is in himself, the peace of God also refers to the peace that God gives: the inward peace of the soul which comes from God, and is grounded in God’s presence and promise.

This kind of peace is not a human achievement. It is a gift from above. Jesus said in John 14:27, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”
 This is the peace of God—the peace of Christ—that overcomes anxiety and worry.

The peace of God is the opposite of anxiety. When we trust God in prayer, God gives to us his peace to guard our hearts and minds against anxious thoughts. But the peace of God in a larger and deeper sense is more than the absence of anxiety. Peace in the Hebraic sense of shalom means “well-being,” especially well-being in terms of health and harmony in personal relationships.

We will experience calm in the midst of chaos. We will know God heard our prayer, not necessarily because the problem is solved, but because of the peace that God gives us. Paul calls it a peace that “surpasses all understanding” because even we won’t entirely understand how we are able to have peace in light of some of the troubles we experience. Nevertheless, this peace guards our “hearts and minds.” It’s as if God puts soldiers and sentries around our feelings and our thoughts.

This is not automatic, though. We must resolve not to worry about anything, but learn instead to pray about everything. Nothing will prove so effective in strengthening our spiritual stamina, in giving us grace never to give up the Christian walk. Time, time alone and quiet before God, that is what we need. Our lives are so rushed that we begrudge a three-minute “quiet time,” and then we wonder where God is. Yet the psalmist had it right in Psalm 91:1-2, “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.’” Christians who come before the Father in regular prayer discover that Peter is right: “Cast all your cares on him because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). As Don Carson concludes, “I have yet to meet a chronic worrier who enjoys an excellent prayer life.”

Let’s review: Anxiety is a feeling that can vary from mild uneasiness to full-blown panic. Anxiety itself is not a sin, but is temptation to worry—a choice to mentally obsess and handle the situation on our own—and that is a sin. Worry causes a host of physical, mental, and emotional problems as well as the spiritual estrangement from God. 

The antidote to anxiety is the practice of prayer. The way to not worry about anything is to pray about everything—big or small in our perspective. In prayer we acknowledge who God is, we bring specific requests to Him, and we thank Him for what He will do even before we know what that is. 

When we pray about everything, we will experience the product of peace—the peace of God that calms our nerves with the realization that the Almighty is aware of our needs and is actively at work in our lives. This peace will affect our minds and hearts—our thinking and our feeling—acting like a guard against worry and fear.

Why bother to pray? Sure, God knows our needs before we tell Him, and He has a plan already worked out that will definitely come to pass. But prayer is still valuable to us as a matter of perspective, as our viewpoint becomes aligned with God’s; a matter of participation by which God invites us to be a part of His plan; a matter of perseverance by which we build patience and stronger faith as we continue to pray; a matter of power as we tap into the energy of the Holy Spirit in our lives through prayer; and a matter of peace that guards our hearts and minds against anxiety and worry. 

Yes, we should “bother” to pray!
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