Sermon and Discussion Questions : Kirstie Long : 15 June 2003 

COPING WITH STRESS IN THE SPIRIT

Not knowing quite where to start in preparing this sermon, I turned to The Oxford Dictionary to see what it had to say about stress. I thought its definition was good. It says that stress is “A demand on physical or mental energy.”

We get stressed when we get anxious about excess demands on our physical or mental energy. Unfortunately in this day and age, life gets faster and faster until we are all spinning around and trying to do too much. There is an enormous expectation out there that we must achieve. It seems to me that we are expected to be supermen and superwomen without the convenience of a telephone booth where we can jump into our super heroes’ costumes and emerge with a whoosh into the starlit skies.

Let’s start by looking at the difference of coping with stress in our own strength and coping with stress in the Spirit.

1. If you are not a Christian, you are not empowered by the Spirit and so you have to rely on your own strength to cope. To me, that is a terrifying place to be. If you have to hold it all together yourself, something has to give sooner or later. It will either be in your health or your emotions that the break down will occur.

2. If you are a Christian, however, you have the assurance that God is in control and, not only that, but he has sent you The Helper, who is the Holy Spirit. 

a. John Chapter 16 verse 7 tells us that Jesus said : “But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counsellor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.”
b. Jeremiah Chapter 29 verse 11 says: “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

So... why, when we have the Holy Spirit to lead, advise and help us and the Father with his plans to prosper and bless us, do we get stressed?

1. I believe that it is because we start thinking like a non-Christian and relying on our own strength. The only thing that can lead us into is panic and anxiety. 

2. God has told us in His Word in Matt Chapter 11 verse 28-29: ”Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”

3. Some versions of the Bible talk about rolling your burdens onto God. In Biblical times, there were a lot of camels about. The phrase to roll your burdens onto God came from that. There is only one way to unload a camel. It has to bend its knees first and then roll onto its side. The burden is then unstrapped and rolled off the camel.
4. We, therefore, need to go down on bended knee in prayer so that God can gently lift the burden off us.

LET’S LOOK AT WHAT WE NEED IN ORDER NOT TO BE STRESSED:

1. We need fit, healthy and rested bodies and well nourished spirits.
What has God provided us with that will give us those things?
a. In Exodus chapter 32 from verse 12 we read:

“Then the Lord said to Moses, “say to the Israelites, ‘You must observe my Sabbaths. This will be a sign between me and you for the generations to come, so you may know that I am the Lord, who makes you holy. Observe the sabbath, because it is holy to you. Anyone who desecrates it must be put to death; whoever does any work on that day must be cut off from his people. For six days work is to be done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of rest, holy to the Lord.”

b. That Scripture goes on to say in verse 17: 
“for in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh day he abstained from work and rested”. 

c. Genesis 1 verse 26 says: “Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, …” and verse 27 says: “So God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him: male and female He created them.”
d. If we are made in the image of God and He, God, couldn’t function properly without sufficient rest, how can we do so? Tiredness is often a root cause of stress. We don’t have the ability to cope when we are tired and everything appears to be too much. Tiredness and stress go hand in hand. Molehills suddenly grow into mountains and our stress level grows as well.

3.
We need to nourish ourselves properly:
Genesis Chapter 1 verse 29 says:“Then God said, ‘I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food.’” 

What is God telling us to eat –  pizza, Kentucky fried chicken, hamburgers, hot-dogs, icecream, chocolate? No-ways! He is talking about fresh fruit and salad here. When we eat the right things, we feel full of energy. The more energy we have, the less tired we feel and the more we are able to cope and our stress mountains diminish into molehills! 

We also need to nourish our spirits with the Bread of Life through the Eucharist and the Word of God and exercise it with prayer and fasting. If our spirits are well nourished, we will be more able to remain peaceful in stressful situations. We will be able to draw strength from the Word of God and from an assurance that Jesus is with us in our difficulties. We will be God-centred and therefore steady and able to act rather than react.

2. We need to consult God.
Do we, when asked to do something, gaily say “yes” if it appeals to us or, do we first go to the Lord in prayer and wait to feel the peace of the Holy Spirit before agreeing to commit ourselves? 

If Jesus is Lord of our life and in control of it, we shouldn’t  make unilateral decisions – that is when our life gets out of control and we stress!

3. We may need to look at our values and priorities. 

If we are working long hours we need to ask ourselves what our motive is. Are we trying to be a ‘main man’, are we running away from problems at home, are we living beyond our means, do we have a poor self image which we are trying to get rid of by achieving, is our spouse too materially demanding, are we trying to keep up with the Joneses, etc., etc. We need to identify the root cause of our stress and then we are half way to a cure.

We need to make sure that our values are Godly ones. The tragedy is that many people pursue achievement in the work place  at the expense of their families and get to the end of their working lives only to discover that they have missed out on the important things in life. Sadly they realise their mistake too late!

4. We may need to have a simpler life style.

It’s not the end of the world if our children have to wear takkies from Woolworths rather than Nike or some other ‘in’ label. If we can’t have the latest DSTV contract and have to put up with ‘normal’ TV, we will probably have time to have an in-depth chat with our spouse or child. It is a matter of finding Godly values and priorities. We are, after all, called to live in a way that is different from the world and that means a simple life style.

If for some valid reason we are unable to change our lifestyle then we need to spend time in prayer asking for God’s help. It is amazing how he can flatten our mountains and straighten our crooked paths. We can find that we achieve things in half the time that we were expecting to have to spend when we have ‘prayed the road smooth and flat.’  One of my mottos is: ‘Don’t panic – pray!’

There’s no easy way to deal with stress. We need to look at it from all angles and to be willing to make some painful changes where necessary but, most importantly, we need to line our lives up with God’s principles and ways. It is only as we base our lives solidly on the rock of Jesus that we can know God’s peace.

QUESTIONS

1. Why does God want us to keep the Sabbath holy?

2. What do you think is an appropriate way to spend the Sabbath in this day and age?

3. Why is it vitally important to spend ‘Quiet Time’ each day reading the Bible and praying to God. What does this time achieve in your life?

4. Do you believe that your values and priorities are pleasing to God and in line with Scripture?

5. Is your role model one that will lead your children to live spirit-filled lives?

6. Can people see that your life-style is a Godly one as opposed to a worldly one. If so in what way does your life style differ from a non-Christian’s?
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