November 12, 2006

LIFE Series: Relieving Stress 

Intro

In his book Stress Fractures, Charles Swindoll states, “Whoever dubbed our times ‘The Aspirin Age’ didn’t miss it very far. It is correct to assume there has never been a more stress-ridden society than ours.”

We all experience stress but what causes it and what are its symptoms?

According to the medical website Helpguide.org...

Stress may be caused by external factors such as:

•
the state of the world

•
unpredictable events

•
the environment in which you live or work

•
work itself

•
family

Stress may also be caused by our own:

•
irresponsible behavior

•
poor health habits

•
negative attitudes and feelings

•
unrealistic expectations

•
perfectionism

Some common symptoms of stress include:

Mental:

•
problems with memory

•
difficulty making decisions

•
inability to concentrate, shortened attention span

•
confusion

•
repetitive or continual thoughts

Physical:

•
headaches

•
digestive disorders

•
sleep disturbances

•
high blood pressure

•
weight gain or loss

Emotional:

•
quick irritability with others

•
oversensitivity

•
sense of being overwhelmed or swamped

•
anxiety

•
depression

Feeling stressed yet!?

Jesus’ life and ministry as an illustration of stress

If you think you have stress, suppose you were in the shoes of the following real person and see if you would find his life even more stressful:

•
You are a leader with great responsibility. You have a very difficult job, one of a 

kind really. No one else can do what you do, so you are in great demand.


Would you find that stressful?

•
Your job requires a great deal of travel. You are always on the road. You live out of a suitcase so you have no place to really call home. 


Would you find that stressful?

•
You gain a fair amount of notoriety so people flock to you. People are clamoring for your time and attention. You are often so busy you don’t even have time to eat.


Would you find that stressful?

•
If all that isn’t bad enough, you have to take your kids with you everywhere you go, and there are 12 of them. You not only take care of them but you are trying to teach them the family business, too. Yet, they don’t quite get it. And they fight all the time! Did I mention you are a single parent dealing with all this?


Would you find that stressful?

Oh, and a couple of other things I neglected to mention:

•
With all this travel you are doing, you don’t have a car and can’t take mass transit. 


That means you walk everywhere! With all your squabbling kids in tow!


Would you find that stressful?

•
Finally, because you begin to have success in your work, you’re perceived as a threat by the established leaders in your line of business. They try to shut you down. When that doesn’t work, they threaten to kill you!


Now, would you find THAT stressful?

Who ever had such a stressful job? Jesus!

No one was ever under more stress than Jesus. Yet, no one has ever handled stress better than Jesus. How did he do it and what can we learn from him so that we can handle stress better in our lives?

I. Relief for the Weary and Burdened

Matt. 11:28-30


28 “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.


29 Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, 


and you will find rest for your souls. 


30 For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”

A. Meaning for Jesus’ Original Audience

Jesus originally addressed these remarks to both his disciples and the crowd which had gathered around him (11:7). 

These three verses contain a gracious invitation and a wonderful promise. Jesus invites the “weary and burdened” (we might say “stressed”) to come to him, take on his yoke, and learn from him. If they do, Jesus promises he’ll grant them rest.

What was causing the people to feel “weary and burdened”? 

Probably their efforts to try to keep the OT law. 

I say this for two reasons:

•
First of all, the context of Jesus’ remarks. In the passage following the one we read, Jesus corrects the Pharisees for their false, legalistic interpretation of the law. 

•
Secondly, the word “yoke” is used elsewhere in the NT (e.g., Acts and Galatians) to describe the burden of the OT law. For example, Peter told the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15:10 that the law had been a “yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear.” 

Because of sinful human nature, it was impossible to keep the law perfectly. Yet, this is what the Pharisees expected of the people. On top of that, the Pharisees also expected the people to fully obey man-made additions to the law.

In striving to keep the law in a legalistic manner, the people could not help but feel weary and burdened. They were under a heavy yoke they could not bear.

Although the word “yoke” can be used negatively in the NT to connote “bondage” to the OT law, it can also be used positively to connote “submission to authority,” e.g., the submission of a pupil to a rabbi like Jesus.

So, in a nutshell, Jesus was inviting the people to shed the oppressive yoke of bondage to the law in exchange for the restful yoke of submission to him.

He urged them to stop trying to gain acceptance with God by keeping rules and instead to gain actual acceptance with God through relationship with him. 

That is what Jesus’ words meant to his original audience. 

B. Meaning for Us

How does Jesus’ invitation apply to us today, who no longer have the burden of trying to keep the law?

What burdens us may be different but the invitation and the promise are the same. Jesus says come to him, take on his yoke, learn from him, and we will find rest for our souls. 

•
He invites us to come to him: 


Jesus wants us to bring to him whatever is causing our stress. 

•
He invites us to take on his yoke: 

Jesus wants us to submit our problems to his power and authority. Let him bear the load.

•
He invites us to learn from him: 


Jesus wants us to follow his instruction and example in how to deal with stress.

If we do all three things, we will find rest.

Most of us probably have no problem doing the first two things: coming to Jesus with whatever is stressing us and submitting to his power and authority over it.

So, it’s the third thing, learning from Jesus how to handle stress, where we often fall short.

II. Practical Ways to Relieve Stress

Therefore, we’ll spend the rest of our time this morning trying to learn from Jesus some practical ways to relieve stress. We will learn from what he taught in his words and from what he taught through his actions.

A. Take Time Out

It’s running in the rat race, it’s the tyranny of the urgent, that contributes to so much of our stress. One way to relieve stress, then, is to take time out from our hectic lives. 

We need to take time outs for spiritual renewal and also for physical, emotional, and 

mental renewal.


1. For Spiritual Renewal (Solitude and Prayer)

Stress depletes our souls, so during stressful times we need more than ever to connect with God. Therefore, the most important time out we can take is for spiritual renewal.

In Matthew 14, we read after John the Baptist was beheaded:

“12 John’s disciples came and took his body and buried it. Then they went and told Jesus. 13 When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place.”

Immediately after this, Jesus fed the five thousand. Following that, he made his disciples get into a boat and go on ahead of him to the other side of the Sea of Galilee, while Jesus dismissed the crowd. Next we read:  


“23 After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray.”

Do you think hearing that John the Baptist got his head cut off caused Jesus some stress? 

Do you think teaching more than five thousand people all day long, healing those who were sick, and feeding them all dinner from five loaves and two fish may have caused Jesus to be a little worn out?

What did he do in both cases? He sought to be alone with his Father. 

No doubt being alone, away from other people, refreshed his spirit. 

And no doubt praying to his Father restored his soul.

This passage in Matthew provides just one example. Several times in the gospels, Jesus withdrew for private times with his Father.

So clearly, one way Jesus handled the stress in his life was by taking time outs for spiritual renewal. 

We need to do the same.

Ironically, when we most need to spend time with God (when we’re stressed) is 


often when we are least likely to do so (because we feel we can’t take the time)!

•
We feel we have too much to do at work or school so we rush out of the house without a quiet time.

•
We feel we have too many household chores, too many demands from the children, so don’t take the time to read our Bibles and pray.

Since we feel we don’t HAVE the time, we will have to MAKE the time to renew our 

relationship with God. Prayer and solitude will do more to restore us during times of stress than anything else we can do.

We have to aggressively guard our personal devotional times. Otherwise, the pressures of our busy-ness will crowd them out, which will only compound our stress.


2. For Physical, Emotional, and Mental Renewal 


(Exercise, Hobbies, and Recreation)

In addition to taking time out for spiritual renewal, we need to take time out for physical, emotional, and mental renewal. That is because stress affects our whole being, not just one part of us. Taking time out for exercise, hobbies, and recreational activities is a great way to reduce stress. A number of medical reports attest to that.

But is there also Biblical evidence that these things reduce stress?

Well, there is no chapter and verse that says Jesus got on his Nordic Track or played a mean game of chess. But let me tell you, Jesus was no couch potato!

Think about it; Jesus walked everywhere! And not just a block or two at a time. He walked miles at a time, even from city to city!

In the passage from Matt. 14 that we read earlier, after Jesus spent time in prayer, he walked half way across the Sea of Galilee to meet his disciples in their boat. That’s a 

distance of 3 to 3.5 miles (Jn. 6:19)!

Did Jesus walk a lot in order to reduce his stress? The scripture doesn’t explicitly say so. But most definitely such frequent, long walks had the side benefit of lowering Jesus’ (and his disciples’) stress levels.

Presidents Illustration

In our day, who has more demands on their time and is under greater pressure than the President of the United States? Yet, every recent President has taken the time to engage in regular physical activity. Not just because exercise is good for physical health but also because exercise is a great stress reliever. 

Presidents Carter and Clinton jogged. Reagan chopped wood. Bush is self-proclaimed gym rat, working out regularly.

One of the best ways I’ve found to reduce stress in my own life is to lift weights. I do it as much for up here (pointing to head) as for the rest of me. I tell Barbara only half-jokingly that it’s my therapy!

Maybe you prefer to play golf or tennis or bowl. It doesn’t matter so much what the activity is, as long as you do something.

What if you don’t like exercise? Are there other things we can do to relieve stress?

Absolutely. 

When Barbara is feeling stressed out, she’ll often take an hour out to play Mahjong on her computer. 

I know some of you like to knit. Others ride motorcycles. Others go to art exhibits.

The point is, when you are feeling so pressured that you never have time to relax, force yourself to take an hour two to do something you find relaxing. It will work wonders.

In addition, on those days you simply can’t spare time for exercise or a hobby, at least slow down. Decrease your pace. Even that will help.


Grass Illustration

Most of you are surrounded by grass and trees every day, so you may not be able to relate to this story but I’m going to tell it anyway!

You see, I live in the concrete jungle of Manhattan. Most of the time all I see is big buildings and asphalt. However, every day as I walk to the subway on my way to work, I pass through the oasis of the Columbia U. campus. 

Often I’m in such a hurry that I fail to take in the beauty of the trees and flowers there. But one day I was crossing the campus and there was the wonderful, crisp fragrance of freshly mown grass in the air. They had apparently just cut the lawn. When you are used to smelling the subway on a daily basis, smelling freshly mown grass is like heaven!

When I smelled it, I thought to myself, “Why am I in such a hurry?” So I slowed down and casually strolled through the campus, not only enjoying deep breaths of that wonderful fragrance but also taking time to look at the beautiful surroundings.


By the time I reached the subway, I felt totally refreshed.

So I guess the moral of the story is this: 

If you are ever feeling that your life is too hectic, take time to “stop and smell the grass”!

B. Live One Day at a Time

In addition to taking frequent time outs from our busy schedules or slowing down our 

frantic pace, another way to relieve stress is to live one day at a time.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gave an insightful teaching about how to avoid anxiety. Anxiety is one of the major by-products of stress. 

Jesus tells us that if we seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, he will provide for us all of the necessities of life that we worry about. Then he concludes his teaching by saying:


“Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. 


Each day has enough trouble of its own.”—Matt. 6:34

In essence, Jesus is saying we can avoid much of the stress of life if we stop worrying about what we will do tomorrow. Just focus on today. Live one day at a time. 

How many of us compile mental or written lists of all we have to accomplish? In addition to our job responsibilities, maybe our lists include doing the laundry, running errands, 

buying groceries, paying bills, doing chores, making phone calls, etc.

And when we think about all we have to do, we can easily get overwhelmed. When are we going to get it all done?

The key to avoid stressing out about it is to check things off the list one at a time. Don’t bite off more than you can chew on any given day. Do things day by day and as you get things done, you’ll feel the stress drain out of you.

Living one day at a time is a great, practical stress reliever. 

C. Maintain Proper Perspective

One last way of reducing stress that we will look at today is to maintain a proper perspective. There are many aspects to this which we will consider.


1. By Adopting an Eternal Perspective

After the writer to the Hebrews lists the heroes of the faith in chapter 11, he begins chapter 12 by saying:

“2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set 
before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”

Here Jesus teaches us the importance of maintaining a proper perspective on our problems.

As stressful as the cross was, Jesus did not let it overwhelm him because he maintained an eternal perspective. That is, he persevered through the pain and agony of the cross by looking forward. He looked forward to the joy of joining his Father in heaven and the joy of successfully accomplishing his mission of redemption. He saw his present troubles from heaven’s perspective.

Having an eternal perspective is also helpful to us. We can better endure the trials of this life if we keep in mind that one day we will be with Jesus in heaven where there is neither sin nor suffering nor sadness nor pain. Only the joy of living eternally with him.

Yet, it can be difficult in the here-and-now to maintain an eternal perspective. Perhaps that is because heaven seems so abstract or far away.

So let’s look at some other aspects of maintaining a proper perspective that are easier to practice.


2. By Practicing Hindsight Now

While it’s not the same as having an eternal perspective, it does help to have a future 

perspective. That is, it helps to look at things we are going through now from a future 

point of view. I call this practicing hindsight now.

Let me explain.

In hindsight, many past crises weren’t as bad as we made them out to be. Look back on past causes of stress in your own life and see if that isn’t true. 

When we are confronted by our present troubles, they may seem horrible and like they will never end. But they will. Maybe in a day, or a month, or a year, or several years, but they will end. 

At some point, we will look back on them and see them in proper perspective, that they weren’t as bad as they seemed at the time. The passage of time always has a way of putting past difficulties in perspective.

The trick is to realize in advance that our problems will diminish over time.

We need to practice hindsight now.

In other words, we need to look at current problems from the perspective of the future. When I look back on this, will it really be that big a deal? Is it really worth all the anxiety it’s causing me now?


Don Simons Illustration

Don Simons was a suitemate of mine during my freshman year of college. He studied hard but was often stressed out about grades. If he got less than an A, he would get really upset. 

To help reduce Don’s stress level, his father gave him some wise advice. He told Don that whenever he found himself distressed by something, whether it was a low grade or anything else, he needed to ask this question:


What will it matter 100 years from now?


If he got a C on a biology quiz, what would it really matter 100 years from now?

Applying this to my life, if I fail to win a business account, what will it matter 100 years from now?

What about you? What are you stressed by today? Ask yourself, what will it matter 100 years from now?

Practice hindsight now to put stressful situations in their proper perspective.


3. By Changing Focus

Another thing that prevents us from having a proper perspective is that we focus too closely and exclusively on our problems. When something is causing us stress, our tendency is often to obsess over it. It will occupy as much of our time and attention as we give it.

We can regain proper perspective when we shift our focus away from our source of stress.

When we focus too tightly on our problems, they can loom like mountains before us. 

They become all we can see. And that just makes our stress worse.


Dave Illustration


Have Dave stand up. Go up close to him and say:

“When I get this close to Dave, Dave is all I can see. But when I back away from Dave, he still looks big but now I can see around him. I can shift my focus to other things.”

The same principle applies to our stressful situations. We need to step back from our problems, shift our focus to other things in our lives, in order to regain proper perspective.

For example, divert your attention from your problems to a friend or family member. 

Ask how they are doing. Spend time with them. 

Or take your focus off your problems by serving others. Help others who are in need. 

Help a friend or neighbor with a project. Serve at a soup kitchen.

Whatever we do, as long as we change our focus from ourselves and our problems to someone or something else, it will help reduce our stress.


4. By Considering the Worse Situations of Others

Finally, we can maintain a proper perspective by considering those who have it worse than we do.

We all have an inclination to be somewhat self-absorbed. If we are going through a rough time, we tend to exaggerate how bad it really is. In all likelihood, though, the problems we are facing are not the worst problems that anyone has ever faced. 

Whenever I want to put my problems in proper perspective, all I have to do is look around at what others are dealing with:

•
If I feel stressed by my job, I think about the stress of the person I know who doesn’t have a job.

•
If I feel stressed to pay my rent, I think about the stress of the homeless person who doesn’t have a rent to pay.


Man in Wheelchair Illustration

Sometimes, I’m ashamed to say, I allow the smallest things to cause me stress. For example, I have a recurring problem with tendinitis in my elbows. That causes me stress because it’s painful and it adversely affects my ability to work out.

This week I was at the gym and a guy in a wheelchair came over to the station where I was working out. He smiled and motioned for me to hand him the equipment near me that he couldn’t reach. As I did, I realized that he was not only dealing with being crippled but he was also mute; he couldn’t talk.

Suddenly, whatever stress I was feeling about my little tendinitis didn’t seem quite so bad!

It reminded me of this familiar story:


The person without socks felt bad until he saw the person without shoes. 


The person without shoes felt bad until he saw the person without feet.

There are few things as effective at restoring a proper perspective as considering those 

who have it worse than we do. 

And there are few things as effective at reducing our stress as maintaining a proper 

perspective.

Conclusion

Ultimately, this brings us all back to Jesus. No one ever experienced a more stressful life than Jesus. Yet, he was able to keep his stress under control. And he teaches us how to 

keep our stress under control:

•
by taking time outs for spiritual, physical, emotional, and mental renewal

•
by living one day at a time, and

•
by maintaining a proper perspective on our stressful situations

