

 THE  CULT of ANXIETY;
Grace, Law and Fear
As I write this, I have just come from participating, with my eldest son, in a pagan rite of epic proportion. In this rite, as we were the center of attention of several dozen people, some fiends, some strangers. We confronted apparent death, and through a willful participation in that death, attempted to fundamentally change our own natures by emerging from the rite, after passing through symbolic death, resurrected, by an act of our own will.

We went bungee jumping.

There is probably a lot to recommend against bungee jumping. For one thing, we could have fed a Haitian family for two months on the money we spent. The risk we took of bodily injury, however small, way also poor stewardship. But what bungee jumping says most about our culture is that we willfully summoned up stress, in the form of confrontation with death, in order to overcome it with our own wills. We created artificial anxiety, in order to worship it, and ourselves. We worship anxiety in many ways. 

A teenage child is out late. When she finally comes home, the parent's emotions go from concern to rage.  "We were so worried about you!" substitutes for any other expression of legitimate concern. The depth of emotional upset replaces love, or at least becomes a measure of love.

A boss is approached by a co-worker who is concerned about her job, which are the world to her, but a merely a detail to her supervisor. "I've had so much on my mind," becomes y legitimate excuse, accepted by both people, for dehumanizing the employee, and exalting the supervisor, and maybe fundamentally injuring the business that supports them both. "Wordy" becomes a measure of status.

Our concern for careers and homes and families give us culturally acceptable excuses for behavior that damages those things we for which we claim concern, and most important, our relationship with God. We want to prove to ourselves that we are in control. Personal performance, whether it is a career, or housekeeping, or health, takes the place of God at the center of our lives.

Enid Bell, a woman whose witness and wisdom as a teacher has profoundly influenced my life, says that the admonition "Be not afraid", in either that yr some other similar phrase, appears precisely 365 times in Scripture.  This woman, who faced trials in her family of health and behavior that would have flattened me, was a steadfast witness to me and hundreds of others of the overcoming faith in Jesus Christ promised at 1 John 5:4. She said "Never forget, in the dark, what God has shows you in the light."

Jesus was very concerned with our anxiety. It is a subject to which he returns many times in though Gospels:

 Consider the ravens; They do not sow or reap; they have no storeroom or barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds! Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do you worry about the rest?

 Consider how the lilies grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you, 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 gone tomorrow, how much more will he clothe you, O you of little faith! And do not set your heart on what you will eat and drink; do not worry about it. For the pagan world runs after such thinks, and your Father knows that you need them. But seek his kingdom, and these things will be added to you, as well.

 Do pot be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom.
 (Luke 12:22-32)
Matthew reports the "Lillies of the Field" teaching like this:

 Therefore, I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will ext or drink; or about your body, or what you will wear. Is life not more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds bf the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not 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 shat 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. And 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.

 (Matthew 6: 25-34)

Also in Matthew, the same sentiment is expressed as:

 Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. And even the very hairs of your head are numbered. So don't be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.
 (Matthew 10:29-31)
When the disciples and Jesus were caught in the storm, Jesus calmed the wind and waves, and then said to them, ""Why axe you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?"

(Mark 4: 40)

The common problem that Jesus shows us as the cause of anxiety is a lack of faith.

Scripture is very blear that faith, not behavior, is the source of all righteous living. "The righteous will live by faith" is Habakkuk’s word to us at Habakkuk 2:4, and that statement is repeated at Romans 1:16, Galatians  3:10,11, and Hebrews 10:38.

We are saved by faith. (Acts 16:31) We are kept by faith. (1 Peter 1:5) We live by faith. (Galatians 2:20)

The writer of Hebrews defines faith for us;

 Now faith is hoping sure of what we hope  for and certain of what we do not see. This is what the ancients were commended for. By fish we understand that the universe was formed at God's command, so that what is seen was not made out of what is visible.

 (Hebrews 11:1-3)
"Pistis", the word used in the New Testament we translate as "faith", means a firm persuasion, a conviction based on hearing (an argument). The main elements of this faith in an invisible God, rather than palpable man, can be seen in three uses of the word. At 2 Thessalonians 1: 10b-15 we have a firm conviction, which results in an acknowledgement of God's revealed truth.

 ...you believed our testimony to you. With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may count you worthy of his calling, and that by his power he may fulfill every good purpose of yours and every act prompted by your faith. We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus Christ may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

 At John 1:12 we have personal surrender grounded in faith. "Yet to all who received him, to those who believed on his name, he gave the right to become children of God." This surrender produces a changed conduct as at 2 Corinthians 5:7: "We live be faith, not by sight."

 Paul, like Jesus, spends much time and energy addressing our worries, and how faith is to replace them. He presents very specific remedies for anxiety: prayer, and the disciplined thinking that comes from prayer.

 Rejoice in the Lord always. P will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be  evident to all. The Lord is near. 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 minds in Christ Jesus.

 Finally brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable-if anything is excellent or praiseworthy-think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received of heard from me, or seen in me- put it into practice. And the peace of God will be with you. (Philippians 4:4-9)


Faithful grayer, following the ACTS model of Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication, has been a sovereign remedy for anxiety in my personal rife, especially when the supplication was for someone else. We must certainly take our worries to God in prayer, but never when prayer becomes an excuse for worrying about them in another way. This is where disciplined thinking comes in; we must refuse to worry. Worry, even when it causes sleeplessness, illness, and what we experience as extreme discomfort, is self- worship, and a very important fallen pare of our natures enjoys it. When we are living carnally, our own concerns are the most important concerns in the universe, and therefore the only ones worthy of God's attention. Life in the Spirit teaches us otherwise.

Faith is a theme in the Old Testament as well. The entire story of Abraham and Sarah, and God's promise of a natural son to be their heir, is a story of  faith. (Read Genesis chapters 12-23- it is better than most soap operas, and takes about as long to read as a soap opera does to watch.) The writer of Hebrews says:

 By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going. By faith he made his home in the Promised Land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of tle same promise. For he was looking forward to the city  with foundations, whose architect and builder is  God.

 By faith Abraham, even though he was past age- and Sarah herself was barren- was enabled to become a father because he considered Him faithful who had made the promise. And so from this one msn, and he as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky , and as countless as the sand on the seashore.

 All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; ahoy only saw them and welcomed them from a distance.
 (Hebrews 11:8-13)
The writer of Hebrews also  says, "After waiting patiently, Abraham received what was promised." (Hebrews 6:15b) There is much to be said about the relationship between waiting and faith. (see Isaiah 40:31) The most telling "blessing" of waiting comes from the resurrection Christ Jesus, who obviously expected to come into his kingdom very soon, yet it is still waiting after two thousand years.

No human can depend on his own understanding of the course of his or her own life. Proverbs 20:24 says, "U man's steps are directed by the Lord. Vow can anyone understand his own wax?" Yet in matters of salvation, or simply the events of our own lives, we insist on a control that is not only impossible, it is undesirable.

It is important to understand why. The problem, lice all our problems, goes back to the garden. We see at Genesis 2:25 that; "The men and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame."  Yet immediately after they disobeyed  God;

 "Then the eyes oh both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed nig leaves together and made coverings for themselves." (Genesis 3:7)

For years the devil has succeeded in making most of the church believe that because of this emphasis on nakedness, there was some essentially sexual nature to the Fall. The fall had nothing to do with our animal nature; it had everything to do with spiritually deciding that we ourselves could and should decide what is right for our lives, instead of trusting God, in faith, to make those decisions for us in his revealed will.

And what did Adam and Eve do in response to their own sin? They decided to do something; something completely  inappropriate. They had willfully, spiritually disobeyed God, and their response was to hide part of themselves from the same God who knew them intimately, who, in fact, had made them, and could perceive them perfectly despite any attempt they made to hide themselves physically.

By an act of will, disobedience, humans changed their essential nature, estranging themselves from God. So began the disastrous round of legalism, which continues today. We continually look for another act of will that can change us back. But we have fallen; it is only the saving grace obtained by the willing sacrifice of our Lord and Savior that changes that essential nature. Changed behavior arises from a changed nature, not the other way around. Washed robes, as we are told in the one possible model for man's part in his own salvation at Revelation 21:18,15 not fig leaves make us presentable tot the Father. We can only be willing to accept grace, willing ourselves to change doesn't work.

Paul's words in the letter to the Romans cover the nurture of this inappropriate doing perfectly:

 We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin.  I do not understand what I xo. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do  what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature, for I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it oft. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil  I do not  want to do- this H keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, bun it is sin living in me that does it.

 (Romans 7:14-20)
The sin newborn in our spiritual ancestors led them to doing. They saw their nakedness.  Instead of addressing their sin, they addressed a merely physical part of their natures, out of  anxiety.

This also says something basic about guilt. The Holy Spirit can convict us of sin- but so can Satan. When the Holy Spirit points out our sin, we realize "I have disobeyed God." Since you and I are clothed in the righteousness of Christ Jesus, not in the filthy rags of our own righteousness, we know that we can repent of our disobedience, and come back into fellowship with God.  When Satan uses guilt on us, it places in our minds, "You have disobeyed God. Hide from Him, because k sinner like you is so disgusting, if He ever finds out the truth about you, He will turn His back on you forever. Do something to make up for your sin."

And whether what we do is to scrupulously obey the Temple Rites for sacrificial sin atonement, or substitute the rites of perfect housekeeping, a successful career, or perfect physique, it is all equally vain.

We are not the center of the universe. God is. Our performance doesn't matter. God's love for us, as we discover our relationship to him, does.

After all, we have God's perfect Son to pray for us.

 "My prayer is nod for them (the disciples) alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in he and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the worlds may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you have given me, that they pay be one as we are one.: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.

 "Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me before the creation of the world.
 "Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me. I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be known fn them and that I myself may be in them."

 (John 17: 20-26)
It is never anything you do, in the world as achievement, or in the spirit in response to your own sinfulness, but rather, "Christ in you, the hope of glory" (Colossians 1:27b) that makes life take on any meaning at all. 

�- �Paul's examples of rejoicing in circumstances that would breed anxiety in many lesser hearts abound. See especially Acts 16:16-40, 21:27-22:29,27:13-44) 


�- �It is very important that we understand that it was not Eve's disobedience alone that brought sin into the world. Adam was standing right there through out Eve's conversation with the serpent, and he could have stepped in anytime. It is interesting to think that, since God is so willing to forgive, that the fall did not take place when Eve ate the apple, but rather when Adam refused to take responsibility, and repent, at Genesis 3:12. Men, as a sex, would still like to blame Eve, instead of themselves.





