Rx for Anxiety
Philippians 4:6-7

+++

Introduction
Some time ago Kentucky Farm Bureau put out a commercial that caught my attention.  It portrays a father and his son sitting outside their home at night in front of a tent.  It looks to be a wonderful father-son campout, close to home.  The son uses this time alone with his Dad to ask several leading questions:  Son:  “Dad, what if a fire burns down our house?”  Father:  “We’ll build another one.”  Son:  “Dad, what if a tornado blows our house down?”  Father:  “We’ll build another one.”  Son:  “Dad, what if our house gets hit by an asteroid?”  Father:  “We’ll build another one.”  Long pause.  Son:  “Dad, what if the asteroid hits you?”  The father doesn’t answer this one.  He doesn’t have to.  Kentucky Farm Bureau does.  The answer is:  Life insurance which they will gladly sell you in case an asteroid takes you out and you have a family to provide for.


The commercial, however, raises the age old struggle with one little word.  You struggle with it.  I struggle with it.  We all struggle with it.  That little word is this:  if.  What will happen if?  What if I lose my home?  What if I lose my job?  What if I lose my health?  What if I lose my spouse, my child?  What if…if…if….



How do you deal with the ‘if’ of life?  I’m reminded of a Peanut’s cartoon where Charlie Brown is at Lucy’s Psychiatric Help 5 cents, please booth.  Charlie Brown says, “I had to go to the school nurse yesterday because my stomach hurt…”  Lucy replies by saying, “You worry too much, Charlie Brown…No wonder your stomach hurts…you’ve got to stop all this silly worrying!”  Charlie Brown asks, “How do I stop?”  Lucy replies with, “That’s your worry!  Five cents, please!!”  

Saint Paul knew the word ‘if’ and its impact on our lives.  He too knew anxiety, worry and care.  In writing to the Philippian Christians he shares with them the way to deal with that anxiety.  He gives them an Rx for anxiety in verses 6-7.   Let’s explore his prescription together:

1. Stay focused!  

“Be anxious for nothing…”  Ph. 4:6  
How do you define anxious?  Is it a feeling?  Is it a mind that races from one thing to another?  Listen to how Webster defines the word ‘anxious.’  “A state of being uneasy, apprehensive, or worried about what may happen; concern about a possible future event.”  That gives us the feeling, but it doesn’t help us much with how to deal with anxiety.  When Paul writes about anxiety he uses a word that helps us discern how to deal with the anxiety itself.  The word Paul uses here is merimna.  The KJV translates it careful and it is translated anxious in the NKJV and RSV.  In classical Greek the word means ‘to be occupied with’ something.  In a letter a wife writes to her absent husband she uses the word in this sentence when she writes:  “I cannot even sleep because night and day my one worry (merimna) is your safety.”  The idea, therefore, behind the word anxious or care is this:  being distracted.  The answer to anxiety is to stay focused.

The story is told of an old naturalist in California who began cutting trees to construct a log house.  A neighbor who knew his purpose and his age asked him, Isn’t it too large and undertaking for one man who is no longer in his prime?”  “It would be,” replied the gentleman, “if I looked beyond the chopping of the trees and sawing of the logs and pictured myself laying the foundation and erecting the walls and putting on the roof.  Carrying that entire load in my mind would exhaust me, but it isn’t much of a job to cut down this little tree, and that is my only task for the present.”  That is a man who is focused and that is a man who will deal with anxiety well in his life.  Stay focused.  What is your task at hand?  Pay that one bill before the next one.  Take that one therapy treatment before the next one.  Say that one prayer before the next one.  But above all – stay focused on God!



She was young and had strep throat.  Her temperature hovered around 103.  Her mother took her to the doctor.  The doctor looked at her and then said, “She needs to have a shot of antibiotics immediately.”  Well, that news furrowed the brow of the little girl.  Her mother noticed it.  When the nurse came in with the syringe in hand, her mother took action.  She came to her daughter and got right up to her face and said, “Sweetheart, look at me and just keep looking at me.  Don’t focus on the shot, focus on my face.”  Her mother kept talking to her right through the giving of the shot.  “Look at me and just keep looking at me.”  That’s the way to deal with anxiety in our lives.  Focus on God!
2.  Pray about it.  Ph. 4:6.

“…but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God;”
There are three things Paul says we should do with our anxieties, having focused upon God, and they are these:  talk to God about it, ask for his intervention in it and be grateful in the midst of it all.  Worry or anxiety tries to distract and control us.  In prayer we leave the control in God’s powerful hands.  Prayer brings a force to our anxious state that neutralizes the power of the anxiety and brings God’s impact into play.


Have you heard about the new technology that has developed headphones that emit what is called ‘anti-noise?’  Noise is a pressure wave traveling through air.  Anti-noise is the mirror image of that wave.  When noise and anti-noise collide, they cancel out one another.  The result:  silence.   Airport baggage handlers wear these headphones to deal with the noise of jets and other aircraft.   Now when we have anxiety we need the mirror image of that wave in our lives.  The mirror image of anxiety is prayer.  It is talking with God about it, seeking his wisdom and insight and intervention and ending with gratitude.  When those two collide the result is peace!  And that is what St. Paul talks about next.
2. Let God’s peace guard your heart.  Ph. 4:7.
“…and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”

There is a fascinating picture in the Greek here.  It relates to the word ‘guard’ in verse 7 here.  The result of focusing on God and talking to him about our anxieties is a peace that guards our hearts through our Savior.  The word ‘guard’ here is a military word meaning ‘to stand sentinel.’  Now the fascinating thing about this picture is what Paul is experiencing as he writes it.  He is dealing with his own anxiety.  He is under house-arrest in Rome awaiting a trial that will determine the outcome of his situation and life.  Beside his is a Roman Sentinel.  But Paul writes and says, ‘the true sentinel of my heart is the peace of God in Christ.  He stands guard over me.’  

When we experience and trust that peace we discover all is well.  In the classic story of the mad knight Don Quixote, the hero’s companion, Sancho Panza, clings all night in fear to the ledge of a window – only to discover at daybreak that his feet are but an inch from the ground.  God’s peace reminds us that we may be on a ledge but the floor is only an inch away.  That floor is God’s peace.


I vividly remember finding that floor in my life several years ago when my phone rang and on the other end my brother told me he had leukemia.  We did several tests and I was a perfect match for a bone marrow transplant.  The first did not take and so, I found myself one early morning at 3:00 a.m. on the road from Eastern Kentucky driving in darkness down a deserted I64 on the way to the Louisville airport to fly to Seattle for a second attempt.  Talk about anxiety.  It was in the seat next to me.  That is when I started to sing.  I put a tape in the vehicle and started to sing.  With every note I began to be overwhelmed by a peace I couldn’t explain or express.  It was the Sentinel of God, His peace in Christ.  Through that entire experience it never left me, even when it took white blood cells to kill a deadly staff infection in my brother when no hope was given for his recovery.  But he lives today.  And it was God’s peace that got us through.

Conclusion
In November of 1873, Horatio G. Spafford sent his wife and 4 daughters ahead of him to England on a ship.  He, delayed by business, would join them later.  Halfway across the Atlantic, the ship was struck by an English vessel and sank in 12 minutes.  12 minutes.  All four of his daughters – Tanetta, Maggie, Annie and Bessie – were among the 226 who drowned.  Mrs. Spafford alone survived.  Horatio stood hour after hour on the deck of the ship carrying him to rejoin his grieving wife in Cardiff, Wales.  When the ship passed the approximate place where his precious daughters had drowned, Spafford received sustaining comfort from the Sentinel of God:  His peace.  He picked up a pen and began to write:


“When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,

When sorrows like sea billows roll-


Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say,


“It is well, it is well, with my soul.”


I wonder if you too today might be in the middle of the sea, surrounded by anxiety?  Focus on God.  Talk with Him.  Let His peace attend your way and you too will be able to sing, even in the middle of the sea of sorrow and fear and worry:  “It is well, it is well, with my soul.”
