Our Freedom in Christ #3

“From Worry to Worship”

selected Scriptures

Through the month of July was are focusing our morning messages on “Our Freedom in Christ.” We began by considering freedom from shame to significance and then from oppression to opportunity. In last week’s message we focused a lot on the subject of addiction, and that addiction can mean more than alcohol or drug abuse. People are oppressed by many habits they can’t seem to break. In fact, all people are addicted (or enslaved) to sin in one form or another.

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 and spiritual well-being.

Three words are often used interchangeably: worry, anxiety, and fear. This past 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”). 

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. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) defines worry as “a common emotion that comes up when you feel uncertain about 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 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. Anxiety disorder is now a diagnosable condition, described as, “When worry lasts for 6 months or longer—even in the absence of life changes— and interferes with daily activities.”

While all three words are related, I believe worry and anxiety are synonymous, while fear refers to a broader category of its own. This morning I want to consider our freedom in Christ from worry to worship. 

The Awfulness of Anxiety Is Painful

How do we know if we are caught up in the oppressive grip of worry? The awfulness of anxiety is painful. See if any of these questions 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?
 

A number of these symptoms are also indicators of depression. Not all depression stems from worry, but worried thinking and feeling can lead a person down that path.

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—become challenging, even impossible.

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.
 Alfred Nobel (of the Nobel Peace Prize) wrote, “Worry is the stomach’s worst poison.”

Worry can rob us of joy. 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.
Interestingly, our word worry comes from the Old English term wyrgan, which means, “to choke or strangle.”
 Jesus used similar terms when He referred to worry in His parable of the sower in Mark 4. Jesus said, “Other seed fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked it, and it yielded no crop” (7). Later He explained, “And others are the ones on whom seed was sown among the thorns; these are the ones who have heard the word, but the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful” (18-19). 

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.”

One of the worst aspects of worry is that it is most often artificial. We usually worry about things that are not real, not relevant, and not our responsibility. 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. 

Worrying is not merely wasted effort; it is also a health hazard. In our Scripture reading earlier in the service, Jesus says in Matthew 6:27, “Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?” Not only will you not lengthen your life by worrying, but you will probably shorten it. Charles Mayo, co-founder of the Mayo Clinic, made the observation that worry adversely affects the circulatory system, heart, glands, and entire nervous system. In the medical journal American Mercury, Mayo said he never knew anyone who died of overwork, but he knew many who died of worry. You can worry yourself to death, but you’ll never worry yourself into a longer life.
 Dr. Archibald Hart explains why worry and anxiety are so detrimental to our health:
There are people whose thoughts are so active and bothersome that they constantly imagine the worst. This worry magnifies actual threats and creates imagined ones—both of which trigger the stress response. And because they are imagined or blown out of proportion, these threats cannot be confronted or easily resolved.

The problem is in the mind, although for the body the imagined threat is interpreted as real. Furthermore, we don’t always recognize our worries as stressors. They hide in the dark recesses of our minds and come out to haunt us during the early hours of the morning when we are trying to get to sleep again after being awakened by some noise. Or it plays like a broken record in the background of our unconscious while we do our daily chores.

It is these more subtle threats that produce the greatest amount of stress damage. Things that worry, scare, or frighten us, even though they only exist in our thoughts, are stress-producing because there is little we can do to fight vague, imagined threats. This is why they can be the most destruc​tive of all. We don’t know where or who the enemy is!

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.

The Antidote to Anxiety Is Prayer

“That’s impossible!” you may be thinking right about now. “How can that be?”

Consider 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. 
Another passage that deals with the prescription for worry 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.

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. 

First, we must focus on the present and not worry about the future. Jesus concludes in verse 34, 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.

Dietrich Bonhoffer writes,

The only way to win assurance is by leaving tomorrow entirely in the hands of God and by receiving from him all we need for today. If instead of receiving God’s gifts for today we worry about tomorrow, we find ourselves helpless victims of infinite anxiety.

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.
 

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 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.
 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. 

Prayer should be the first response, not the last resort. 
The Antonym of Anxiety Is Peace

When we do this, we will discover that the antonym of anxiety is peace. Paul writes in Philippians 4:7, “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 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.

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.

Worry is a choice, a choice to not trust God. Worry is 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. Live worry-free!

A good example of this is seen in the prophet Habakkuk. At the beginning of his brief book, Habakkuk is worried as he looks around him. He questions whether God is indifferent, inactive, and inconsistent. He can’t figure out what’s going on. Then he decides to listen for God to answer him—an often-overlooked aspect of prayer! God did answer the prophet with a phrase quoted three times in the New Testament: “The just shall live by faith.” In other words, Habakkuk, don’t worry when everything around you doesn’t make sense. You don’t have all the answers, but I do. Just trust Me.” Habakkuk concludes in the final verses of his book, “Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior. The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to go on the heights” (3:17-19). That’s faith!

That’s moving from worry to worship.
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