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THE PATHWAY TO PEACE

We live in a stressed out society. According to the American Institute for Stress, About 33% of people report feeling extreme stress, 77% of people experience stress that affects their physical health, 73% of people have stress that impacts their mental health, 48% of people have trouble sleeping because of stress, and stress is the leading health concern for people ages 12-181. Can you even wrap your mind around these mesmerizing numbers?
The statistics are staggering, but we must also remind ourselves that each statistic tells a story. Every percentage point represents thousands of real people just like you. They’re struggling to sleep at night, they’re feeling overwhelmed, and they don’t know when relief is going to come. Truly, the tragedy of anxiety has consumed our world.
Together, we are about to embark on a practical study about a persistent problem — stress and anxiety. First things first, let’s define some key words. The National Institute of Mental Health defines stress as “the physical or mental response to an external cause,” such as managing responsibilities, meeting expectations, or dealing with sickness. Stressors are usually one-time, real-life occurrences that consume your emotions. People often use the words stress and anxiety interchangeably, but they are distinct. Different than stress, NIMH continues to explain that anxiety is known to occur without a current threat or stressor in place. Basically, stress is triggered externally and anxiety is triggered internally.
An Important Disclaimer
Anxiety is a loaded topic as it can range from manageable anxiousness triggered by stressors to an actual mental illness that needs professional help. For the sake of this study, we are discussing everyday stress and anxiety, not an anxiety disorder. If you fear you may have an anxiety disorder, then please seek support. We have attached a “Mental Health Checkup” to this document to help you evaluate if you should reach out to mental health professionals.
Some people need to work through life with the help of Jesus and a doctor. That’s okay. Some people need both prayer and prescriptions. That’s okay too. Some of us can deal with our anxiety and stress with healthy spiritual and physical habits. Others have an actual chemical imbalance within their body where their stress messengers are constantly sending false signals to their brain. They need people on their team to help fight that battle. Anxiety and depression go much further than nervousness and sadness.
For some people, these feelings can be debilitating. If that’s you, then please don’t try to fight this on your own. Seek support.
Anxiety is a bully. Using the magic of your imagination, anxiety can make your heart race and your palms sweat. It makes simple tasks feel like mammoth responsibilities. It encourages us to procrastinate for months until even starting the task seems impossible. It makes us lie awake all night thinking about past mistakes or the worst- case scenario for the future.
Anxiety rears its ugly head when we face stress at school, conflict within personal relationships, pain from past experiences, fear about a future event, or even just a general sense of uncertainty. We know how it starts, but how do we make it stop? Over the next few weeks, we are going to unpack the fourth chapter of Philippians, coined as “Paul’s Pathway to Peace.”
READ: Philippians 4:6-7
“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.”
Let’s go back in time to ancient Rome. Gladiators, soldiers, and colosseums surround the most congested corners of every metropolis. At the corner of Rome’s empire sits the thriving city of Philippi. Christians in this city received a deeply personal letter from their pastor, friend, and mentor — the Apostle Paul.
Philippians is one of Paul’s most personal writings, as he longs to visit his church family. The Philippians are experiencing emotional turmoil as the culture around them dramatically shifts. Emperor Nero went on a violent rampage with one single goal — exterminate the Christian movement.
Because of this, the church was working through a collective trauma. They were suffering, scared, and unsafe, so Paul wanted to help his hurting friends. You can sense the sorrow in this Scripture as these dear friends may never see each other again. Why? Because Paul is writing this passage from a prison cell.
It’s staggering to recognize that Paul gives us the pathway to peace while he’s imprisoned. His advice is two-fold. When anxiety tries to derail you, you have two pathways to peace.
Prayer: It Connects Us to the Present
Wait, is Paul just saying to pray the pain away? This verse can come across as an oversimplification of a complex problem. While it may seem too easy or obvious, prayer is a pivotal step towards peace. Lay your burdens, concerns, and fears before God. Give God the pain of the past and the uncertainty of the future.
Prayer is powerful because it brings you into the present moment. It’s not just theologically sound— it’s psychologically sound too. In counseling textbooks, this is called “grounding.” This process allows us to stabilize our stress reaction by connecting with the present moment. It brings us out of our heads and into our current surroundings.
Here is a powerful, practical, and prayerful grounding exercise to try next time your stress skyrockets. It’s based on the popular 5-4-3-2-1 grounding tactic used in clinical therapy.
· Take a deep breath. Then name 5 things you can see around you.
· Take a deep breath. Then name 4 things you can hear, smell, or touch.
· Take another deep breath. Then name 3 things you are thankful for today.
· Take a deep breath. Then name 2 character traits of God.
· Finally, ask God to bring you peace into this 1 present moment. Don’t get caught
up in the future or the past. Just focus on connecting with God here and now. 
Thanksgiving: It Gives Us Confidence for the Future
Thanksgiving is way bigger than a holiday with turkey, football, and pie. It should be a daily rhythm within your routine, especially when facing anxiety. When stress strikes, count things you’re thankful for. Some days you may only be able to come up with a roof over your head and some snacks in your cupboard, but that’s a great place to start.
Thanksgiving reminds us that God provided in the past, and He’ll continue to provide in the future. Gratitude will help you contextualize the past, connect with peace in the present, and cultivate optimism for the future.
Prayer and thanksgiving offer us a path to inner-peace. It’s something every human craves, but few actually encounter. Authentic peace is life-changing. Peace happens when we are set free from our stress, worry, and uncertainty. It’s not based on our surroundings. It’s based on our standing with God. Prayer connects us to God’s presence, and God’s presence is our source of peace.
With God, true peace is a present. Just like any gift, you must be open to receive it. Invite God into your stress and your mess, He will give you peace.
PROTECTING YOUR MIND

Do you constantly worry about the worst-case scenario?
Do you often feel nervous or worried for no apparent reason?
Do you judge yourself harshly?
Does making a decision send you into a downward-spiral?
Do you completely avoid something to the point where starting again seems staggering?
If you answered yes to any of these, then you’re familiar with stress and anxiety. That’s okay. It’s natural. However, severe stress has the power to become debilitating and life- altering. We all deal with anxiety to some degree, so it’s pivotal that we learn how to recognize, reset, and redirect our anxious thought patterns.
Anxiety is how our brain deals with danger. Your endocrine system creates dozens of different hormones designed to serve as chemical messengers to your brain. There is a powerful little hormone called cortisol. It’s released when your brain senses danger. Ultimately, cortisol is good at keeping you alive. It makes your heart rate rise, injects glucose into your muscles, pinpoints pain, and heightens your senses. Cortisol prevents you from walking into oncoming traffic, eating a flaming marshmallow, climbing onto a dangerous cliff, or playing with a poisonous snake.
Except, here is the problem: stress isn’t supposed to be our default setting. You can’t live off cortisol. God doesn’t want these stress chemicals surfing through your body all the time. It’s harmful. However, constant negative thinking makes these chemicals flow freely. Our brains are not great at distinguishing authentic threats over imaginary threats. Thus, our thoughts can trigger the same reaction as a real life-or-death situation. If you imagine a threat, then your body will react like it’s real. This is why stressful thinking can make you sick, and negative thoughts can keep you in bed all day.
God doesn’t want that for you, so it’s important that you transform your thinking.
READ: Philippians 4:8-9
“Finally, brothers and sisters, 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 or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.”
As Paul lays out the pathway to peace for his friends in Phillipi, he encourages them to break negative thought patterns. He encourages them to replace negative thoughts with positive virtues. “Whatever is true, noble, pure, right, admirable and lovely — think on these things,” Paul elaborates. This passage offers a replacement for mental torment. We stop stressful thoughts by focusing on virtues. We can’t just reject them; we must redirect them. The virtues listed in Philippians Four should make up a filter for a healthy thought life.
Here is a breakdown of the virtues to use as a filter:
True: This means reliable and honest. We often fill our minds with lies, accusations,
and worst-case scenarios. Paul encourages us to focus on what we know to be true and that alone. Stress is a waste of imagination.
Noble: This means something that’s worthy of respect. Don’t disrespect yourself and fill your mind with self-destructive thoughts. Focus on what’s noble and respectful— of others and yourself.
Right and Pure: These focus on honoring God and others. Actively fight the urge to fill your mind with unrighteous and impure thoughts. Rather, think on what’s right and pure. If you wouldn’t want someone to read it, don’t think it.
Admirable and Lovely: These are things that are pleasing or enjoyable. This simply means to think of things that make you happy. Don’t sweat the small stuff; rather, focus on all the amazing things around you. From sunrises to seasons, there is so much wonderful in our world.
It’s easy to blame stress on outward circumstances like relationships, school, or money. However, those things didn’t cause your stress. They merely triggered it. Your stress started between your ears. A positive life starts with positive thoughts. Notice Paul didn’t just say, “Stop negative thoughts.” He suggested that we redirect them. Don’t just reject negative thoughts; redirect them.
Reject the chaos of worry, and redirect your thoughts to the peace found in God. Be still. Reject critical self-talk, and redirect your thoughts to the love and affirmation of God. Show yourself the same compassion God shows you. Be kind. Reject negativity, and redirect your your thoughts to all the amazing blessings God has put before you. Be thankful.
If you want to change your life, change your thinking. Center your thoughts on God. Reject the negative, and redirect towards the positive.
IMPORTANT:
If you’re suffering from severe anxiety, seek professional help. It’s okay to walk through life with the help of Jesus and a counselor. 
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