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Think with me for a minute about your favorite worries.  When you do worry, what do you worry about?  What is it that keeps you tossing and turning at night?  What can’t you get your mind off of, as much as you would like to?  What concerns make your stomach churn and your palms sweat?  Let me suggest a few common categories and see if any of these ring a bell.

How about money – do you ever worry about money?  The budget is tight as it is, and now the car needs some major repairs and your youngest needs braces and they’re talking about pay cuts down at the office.  You spent some time crunching the numbers just before you went to bed to see if there was some way you could make it all work, but you seem to be at a dead end.  So you slip into bed next to your wife, set your alarm for the next morning, and do your best to put it out of your mind and just go to sleep.  But sleep doesn’t come.  Your mind keeps working, trying to come up with a solution.  Can you do anything to reduce your expenses?  I mean, do you really need to keep all three kids?  No, no, that’s not an option.  But they do eat a lot.  And the toilet paper – my goodness they use a lot of toilet paper!  And on it goes from there, as you toss and turn and fret and churn, worrying late into the night.
Speaking of those kids, do you ever worry about them?  Sure you do – it’s part of being a parent.  I remember when my kids would ask me how late they could stay out on prom night and other special nights.  I wanted to be accommodating; I wanted them to have fun.  But in reality their question wasn’t, “When should I be home?”  The real question was, “How late can you stay up worrying about us and still function the next day?”  Because if they weren’t going to be home until 2:00 a.m., I wasn’t going to sleep until sometime after that.  Sure, I would be in bed, but all I would do would be to look at the ceiling and look at the clock and listen for sirens; I would most certainly be in a peace deficit.  Now the kids had a little different take on things.  They were convinced that I wasn’t really worrying about their health; they were convinced I was worried about the car.  To which I say … semantics!  Why are we quibbling about words – a kid, a car?  The point is that I would worry until I heard the garage door close and my car – I mean my child – safely home.
So what puts you in a peace deficit?  What worries win over you more often than not?  What cranks up your anxiety meter?  It turns out that anxiety is a significant problem for a large segment of our society.  All of us, of course, deal with garden-variety anxiety.  But recent studies show that 18%, or nearly 40 million Americans, suffer from anxiety disorders – it is the most common mental illness in the United States.  Both adults and kids, researchers tell us, suffer from generalized anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorders, phobias, panic disorder, social anxiety and posttraumatic stress disorder.  And even if you don’t suffer from an anxiety disorder, garden-variety anxiety can cause you a significant amount of psychological pain and physical illness.  Doctors tell us that when we’re anxious our bodies produce excess stress hormones that wear on our bodies, nipping away at the DNA that keeps cells dividing and long-lived, constricting the blood vessels and causing blood pressure to rise.  Even the immune system is affected, as white blood cells that normally patrol for bacteria and viruses aren’t produced at normal, disease-fighting levels.  And it’s for these reasons that anxiety and stress are linked to heart attacks, strokes, immune disorders, obesity and infertility, according to the doctors.  Living in a peace deficit doesn’t just keep us awake at night; it’s killing us.
What would you guess is the commandment that is repeated more than any other commandment in the Bible?  Love God with all you heart?  Love your neighbor as yourself?  Just off the top of my head, I would have guessed that love had to be the most repeated commandment … but it’s not.  So what’s your guess?  Be faithful?  Be honest?  Be joyful?  Pray?  It turns out that the most repeated commandment in the Bible is one you can find on a T-shirt – “Fear not.”  One Bible scholar tells us that the command to “fear not” is given 366 times in the Bible, one for every day of the year, including one for leap year.  It turns out that the makers of the “No Fear” T-shirts got it right – God doesn’t want us to be afraid.  He wants us to live a life with “no fear.”
And more than telling us not to fear, our Lord promises to give us peace.  Here’s what Jesus told his disciples on the night before his crucifixion: “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.” (John 14:27)  A few minutes later that same night Jesus said this to his followers: “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace.  In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)  And listen to what the Apostle Paul has to say about reducing our peace deficit in his letter to the church at Philippi: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, 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.” (Philippians 4:6-7)  
It is possible to live at peace.  Notice that Jesus doesn’t promise to eliminate all our troubles; in fact, he tells us that as long as we live in this world we’re going to have trouble.  But we can still have peace; we can still have a life filled with peace.  So let’s spend a few minutes this morning talking about how to reduce our peace deficit so we can experience the peaceful life our Lord promised we could have.

Use Anxiety’s Power
Here’s the first principle, and frankly it’s kind of a surprising one.  The first principle has nothing to do with avoiding anxiety or reducing stress or warding off worry.  The first principle is this – learn to use anxiety’s power.  
The cover story of Time Magazine on December 5, 2011 had a most interesting title: “Why Anxiety Is Good For You.”  Most of us would want to argue with that title; we would want to contend that anxiety is never good for you.  But even without reading the article, if we gave it a little thought I think we would all agree that there are times when anxiety is a healthy and helpful emotion.

Think about it this way – what happens when you experience a sudden rush of anxiety?  Your body goes on alert, right?  All your senses heighten.  You get a surge of energy.  Suppose, for example, that you’re in bed in the middle of the night and you hear a loud crash.  What happens?  Here’s what happens in our house.  I’ll roll over and ask my wife, “Did you hear that?”  And she won’t say a thing, because she’s still asleep.  This is one of her gifts, this ability to sleep through anything.  But even if I have been sound asleep, my body is very quickly on high alert.  My eyes will be wide open, my hearing will be at full power, and my mind will already be at work trying to figure out what could have made that noise.  Was it the dog next door running into the fence?  Was it a car in the street that runs by our bedroom window?  Was it something in our closet that fell down?  Or is someone trying to break in?  Am I anxious?  Sure I’m anxious – my heart is racing, my palms are sweating, and my body is tingling.  So what do I do?  I get up and look around to see if there’s something wrong, something that needs immediate attention.  I utilize the energy my anxiety has created to take whatever action might be necessary.  And when I eventually track down the cause of the noise and determine that everything is OK, what happens?  The anxiety fades away, my body relaxes, and I crawl back into bed to watch my wife sleep.
Let me read to you just a little bit of this magazine article that explains this principle, the principle of learning to use anxiety’s power; here’s part of what it says: “That’s not to say that all anxiety should be battled.  Sometimes it should be embraced – even celebrated.  In just the right amounts, the hormones that drive anxiety can be powerful stimulants, arousing the senses to function at their sharpest … The key isn’t not to feel anxious; it’s to learn ways to manage the experience. ‘Anxiety itself is neither helpful nor hurtful,’ says [Sally Winston, co-director of the Anxiety & Stress Disorders Institute of Maryland]. ‘It’s your response to your anxiety that is helpful or hurtful.’”  
In explaining this concept the article’s authors go on to discuss the two main categories of stress in our lives – challenge stress and threat stress.  If you’re an athlete getting ready to play a game, you are facing a challenge stress, and the anxiety you feel is in large part a good thing, because that anxiety lights your competitive fire and gears you up to do your best.  If you have a speech to give at school or a presentation to make at work, those are challenge stresses, and it’s very natural to feel some anxiety.  But the goal is not to escape the anxiety; the goal is to embrace it and to use it to empower you to perform at your very best.
And it’s much the same with a threat stress. If you’re out for a walk and an angry-looking dog starts after you, you should feel anxious and that anxiety is going to energize you to run a lot faster than you might usually run.  Think of it this way – God created us to feel anxiety; it’s a gift he’s given us to help us, to help us to respond to life’s threats and to rise to life’s challenges.  In other words, it’s not a sin to feel anxious.  There’s no need to tell yourself, “Oh no, I feel anxious, and the Bible says not to feel anxious about anything, so I must be sinning.”  There is an upside to anxiety; it is one of God’s gifts to empower us to live life to the fullest.  So let’s learn to appreciate it, to embrace it, and even to celebrate it.  Let’s use anxiety’s power to help us rise to life’s challenges.
Defuse Anxiety’s Pain – Prayer, Share, Care
Now with that said, let’s admit that there’s also a downside to anxiety.  Do you remember the TV show “Monk”?  Monk was an obsessive-compulsive detective.  His obsessions often made his life miserable, and at the same time they made him an enormously effective detective.  People would often comment on his abilities and this was his response: “It’s a gift … and a curse.”  And that’s anxiety, isn’t it – it’s a gift, and it’s a curse.  It’s powerful, and it’s painful.  It empowers us to rise to the challenge, but it can also diminish our joy and deprive us of our peace.

So here’s the second thing we need to learn – we need to learn how to defuse anxiety’s pain.  We need to learn how to use anxiety’s power and to defuse its pain.

Here’s an important distinction that will help us understand when anxiety is our friend and when it works against us.  A psychologist named Elissa Epel up at UCSF explains it like this; she says that there’s one group of stressors that, despite their high demands, we feel like we have the ability to cope with, that we have the resources to handle.  In those cases anxiety is our friend because it helps us to access those resources so we can rise above the challenge or the threat.  But there’s another group of stressors that are beyond our resources, situations we can’t do anything about.  When you can’t do anything about it, anxiety doesn’t help you; it hurts you.  It makes the challenge or the threat that much more painful.

So here’s the question – what do you do when there’s nothing you can do?   Well, most of us worry.  Most of us fume and fret.  It doesn’t help the situation.  If anything, it makes things worse.  But that’s what we do; we give in to anxiety’s siren song and we very quickly find ourselves in a severe peace deficit.

Here’s a common situation – you’re waiting.  You applied to a school and you’re waiting to hear if you got in.  You had a biopsy and you’re waiting for the results.  You applied for a job and you’re waiting to see if you got hired.  There’s nothing you can do to speed up the process, and there’s nothing you can do to influence the results.  All you can do is to wait … and worry … and suffer.  

So how do we defuse anxiety’s pain; how do we regain the peace Jesus promised us?  The Bible tells us three things we can do when there’s nothing we can do, three things we can do to defuse anxiety’s pain when there’s nothing we can do to change the circumstances that are the cause of our concern.  We’ve already read about the first one – prayer.  When there’s nothing we can do, what we can do is pray.  Listen again to Philippians 4:6-7, where Paul writes this: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, 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.” 
When we pray we acknowledge that even though we can’t do anything about the circumstances, God can.  And what is so comforting about prayer to me is that when I pray I actually am doing something.  No, I can’t change the circumstances; I can’t influence the outcome, at least not directly.  But praying isn’t doing nothing.  Sometimes we think of prayer as a form of meditation, as a way to just sort of take a deep breath and think positive thoughts.  Now you can certainly do that, and it might even be helpful, but that’s not what the Bible is inviting us to do here.  Instead, the Bible invites us to take our specific requests and present them to God and to ask God to do something about them.  When my kids were out late at night and I was tossing and turning, I couldn’t do anything physically to protect them, but I could pray, and trust me, I would pray.  “Dear God, please keep my car … I mean, my child … safe.”  
It’s a little like this.  Imagine your child is away at college, and she sends you a text to tell you that she’s having a problem.  You’re too far away to help her, and you can’t catch a flight to get you there in time to do anything for her.  So what do you do?  You call someone who can help her.  You track someone down who is in her area and who is able to go over and help her with her apartment or with her car or with whatever the problem might be.  That’s something like what we’re doing when we pray.  There’s nothing we can do to fix the problem, to address the issue.  It is beyond us, too far away, too big a hurdle.  So what do we do?  We call on someone who can help.  We call out to God and say, “Father, here’s the problem.  I can’t do anything about this.  But I know you can.  And I know you are wise and powerful and loving and good, and I trust you to do what is best in this situation.  So God, here’s my request.  I am putting it into your hands.  Thank you for being there when I need you.”

The Apostle Peter says it like this: “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” (1 Peter 5:7)  God invites us to give him our anxiety, to trust him with all those concerns that make us anxious and steal our peace.  Give them to him because he cares about you.  If it matters to you, if it matters enough to make you anxious, then it matters to God because you matter to God.  
And notice the promise Paul makes back in Philippians – when we present our requests to God, God promises to give us peace.  And Paul tells us two very important realities about this peace.  First, it’s beyond our understanding.  It’s a peace that doesn’t necessarily make sense.  It’s a supernatural peace.  It’s not a peace we can manufacture; it’s a peace that comes from God himself.

And second, Paul says that this peace will guard our hearts and minds.  Paul uses a military term here.  He uses the imagery of a Roman soldier standing guard over an important treasure.  The church at Philippi was well acquainted with Roman guards; Philippi was a Roman garrison.  The Philippians would walk by Roman guards every day, would see Roman soldiers guarding the garrison every day.  And they knew that if a guard were ever to fail at his duties, he would be put to death.  So when Paul tells them that the peace God gives them when they pray will guard their hearts and minds, they would be able to picture God’s peace on high alert, protecting their hearts and minds from the anxiety that threatened to tear them down.
So that’s one step we can take to defuse anxiety’s pain – prayer.  There’s a second step we can take – share.  In Galatians 6:2 the Bible says this: “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”  With the problems I’ve had with my hip this last year, I’ve had to learn to do something that I don’t really like – I’ve had to learn to ask for help.  I’ve had to learn how to share the load.  I’ve had to say, “Can you help me carry this box? Can you help me reach that?”  
The Bible has a name for our brothers and sisters in Christ – the Body of Christ.  Jesus may not be here in the flesh to help us handle our anxieties, but in a very real way his Body is here.  We who make up the church are the Body of Christ, and it is our job to carry each other’s burdens.  But here’s the thing – we can’t do that unless you share your burdens with us, unless you tell us about the things that are making you anxious.  
And for some reason that’s hard for some of us to do.  That takes some courage.  It’s so much easier when someone asks how we’re doing to just say, “Fine,” and leave it at that.  It’s a bit of a risk to say, “Actually, I wish I wasn’t but I’m kind of worried about something.  Can I tell you about it?”  But the fact is that we can’t share the weight of your burden until you share it with us.

Now let me just warn you that the people who care about you might not help you carry your burden in quite the way you would like.  You might like a softer touch, a more empathetic touch, and you might not always get that.  I wasn’t particularly anxious before I had my hip surgery, but one night I had some bad dreams about it that I mentioned the next day to some of my friends.  And their response, across the board, was the same: “Well that’s silly.  You don’t need to be worried about that.”  And they were right.  They could have been a little gentler about that, but the fact is they know me pretty well and they knew I didn’t need my hand held; I needed a bit of a firmer response.  It was their way of sharing the burden of my anxiety with me, and it worked.  But they couldn’t have done that unless I had first shared my anxiety with them.  The first step in defusing our anxiety’s pain is prayer; the second is to share.
And here’s the third step – care.  Let me take you to the classic text on the topic of worry; it’s from the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus very directly tells his followers not to worry.  Here’s what he 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 than food, and the body more than clothes … 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.” (Matthew 6:25, 31-33)  
Now is Jesus telling us that we shouldn’t work, we shouldn’t shop for food, we shouldn’t buy clothes; is he telling us to just sit at home and wait for God to drop everything into our laps?  Of course not.  The Bible is very clear about this principle; you can find it in 2 Thessalonians 3:10 – “The one who is unwilling to work shall not eat.” So that’s not Jesus’ point at all.   If you have the ability to make a living and you can afford to buy clothes and to make a meal, then do it.  But what Jesus is talking about is the anxiousness we feel over those things that are out of our control.  For example, Jesus says, “Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life?” (Matthew 6:27)  And of course we can’t; that’s out of our control.

So how do we stop worrying?  How do we defuse anxiety’s pain?  We do it by caring, by caring about the things that God says matter most.  “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness,” Jesus tells us.  Instead of focusing on the things that are making you anxious, focus on what God says is most important.  And what’s most important?  It’s pretty simple, isn’t it – Love God, and love your neighbor as yourself.
Have you noticed that it’s pretty much impossible to simply stop thinking about something?  The only way it works is to replace those thoughts with other thoughts, to shift your focus away to something else.  It does not work to simply repeat over and over, “I will not worry about money; I will not worry about money.”  The people I know who live the most peaceful lives are the people who care the most about the concerns of other people.  Instead of being focused on their own aches and pains and needs and fears, they focus their energies caring about the needs and fears of other people.  Once in a while I will get the chance to talk to that kind of person in a little more depth about their own lives; I assumed that they had no problems, because they seem to be so completely at peace.  And then I find out that in fact they’ve got some health problems and some financial challenges and some difficult relationships; they have some issues that would make the average person feel pretty anxious.  But they aren’t anxious; they don’t worry.  They are at peace.  They have given their cares to God and they have focused their energy on caring for the concerns of other people.  
In essence, here’s the deal God makes with us; God says, “Trust me on this – I care about you.  I care about everything that’s important to you.  So here’s what I want you to do.  Give me your cares, and stop worrying about them.  And then focus your energy on caring about my cares, on caring about what’s important to me, on caring for the people I’ve put in your life.  And when you do that, I will defuse anxiety’s pain and fill you with my perfect peace.”  If you want it in a nutshell, here it is, from the verse we refer to as 1 Peter 5:7 – “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.”  Let’s bow and do that right now.  
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