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Welcome to all of you at all eight of our locations and those of you who are joining us via podcast and wherever you are in the world, we send our blessings to you. Thank you for tuning in. Tune with me to Philippians 4 and we will get there in just a moment. I am so excited to share with you guys this weekend. I wanted to take the opportunity in this series, Straight From The Heart, to bring you into my world a little bit, specifically to bring you into the Symonette household. It has been an interesting couple of months for us. My wife, Erica and I have been married 14 years and we have three kids and we still love each other and we go on dates and that sort of stuff. We have a dancer and a drummer and Isaiah is almost 21 months and he doesn’t know anything yet! But Isaiah was nicknamed the comeback kid. You see the distance between him and his sister and we are excited about him and what he has brought to our lives and all of the interestingness of him as a boy, the only boy of the siblings. But he came into this world in a very interesting way, kind of letting us know that he is going to do things on his own terms. A couple days before he was born, he was head down like he was supposed to be but we get to the hospital and he was not. So he was breach and that is not a good thing but he was so far down they felt like they could get him out so they just popped his little legs out and pulled him and everything was all good. So that was just the beginning of Isaiah just doing what he is going to do how he wants to do it. But there is also one other thing with Isaiah. He has a delay in his gross motor skills, a significant delay by several months. He has this thing called low muscle tone. He is almost 21 months but he is still not walking and he has been going through physical therapy since he was six months old. I’m pretty optimistic and I’m ok with it, let’s get it worked out and get him going and his therapist had to tell me this is not like regular training. I was like ok, I got it. But after about 10 or 11 months of this and Isaiah not loving these therapy sessions and taking us about 20 or 25 minutes just to get him to not cry or scream became overwhelming and I got to the place where it was frustrating for me to go. And I started not wanting to show up and I remember a couple months ago, his therapist came with this little apparatus called a gate trainer that is supposed to help him start taking steps on his own. And I remember seeing this apparatus and coming to the realization that my son was really going to have a longer road than I thought. And in typical Isaiah fashion, he is melting down and even more frustrated and I was getting frustrated and the therapist was getting frustrated and I remember feeling so weighed down and so emotional, even mad. So I talked to my wife and told her about the session and called my mom and talked to her about it. I’m one of those people, I bounce back quick. I didn’t stay down long. I had my moment and moved on. Then over the next couple of weeks, we had some up and down sessions and Isaiah started trying to use his little gate trainer thing and one day we took him outside and we put our basketball goal in front of him. The boy loves sports, I don’t know where he gets it from! But we put the basketball goal in front of him and we had a breakthrough on that day and I just wanted to share it with you guys. 
[video clip]

It might not look like much to you but it was a significant breakthrough because he was smiling and laughing and having fun. And those were actually his first steps on his own without anyone touching him. So it was a major, major breakthrough. And hey, I was feeling good. It was like a breath of fresh air and things were looking up. But just as life would have it, you can’t take a breath of fresh air for long before there is something else that you have to deal with or juggle. Pastor Mark said last week that the word ‘diaper’ spelled backward is repaid. So obviously I guess God feels as though we need some more repaying so now we have one in the oven! For those of you who are a little slow, that means we are having another baby. So now, as life would have it, it is Erica’s time to have a moment. She was saying what is going on with my life? What is happening? God what are You doing? We had one comeback kid and we were supposed to stop. And at the point of this confirmation of us having another baby, there are two triggers of anxiety for Erica. Number one, before Isaiah we had a miscarriage and I remember the day that Erica called me and told me that she had just come back from the doctor and the doctor said there was no heartbeat. That was a devastating day for us. Then the second thing is Isaiah’s current condition. Him having this developmental delay, this is not something we want to have to go through again. But I already had my moment and I was coming out and I was like its all good, and Erica was like, why are you so calm? You are in this with me! And that’s a legitimate question, right? There are reasons for her to be freaking out and to be anxious and no one would argue about these things. I guess the icing on the cake for Erica is when I came home and said, now we have to get a van! You have to know my wife. No disrespect to moms driving vans, we have one now too. 

But God dropped these words in my heart that I want to share with you from Philippians 4. Some of Paul’s words to the church at Philippi and he dropped these words on me right after I had this breakdown with Isaiah and these were words that I had read before and it is actually one of my favorite passages in the New Testament but the situation that I was in illuminated these words for me in a different way and it was why my response to Erica was just so calm. Turn with me to Philippians 4 starting in verse 6 and will you stand as I read these words.

6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

8 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. 

This weekend, I want to talk about moving from anxiety to gratitude. When I thought about what Paul has written and I meditated on these words in relation to my own situation, it wasn’t like a cool mist or a calm breeze like in the movies. What I knew was that I didn’t want to feel the way that I felt about my son’s condition. What I knew was that the weight that I was carrying with it was not good. But what I didn’t know was how not to feel that way, until I began to meditate and dissect what Paul is talking about here in his letter to the church at Philippi, particularly the verses we just read. And it was interesting to me because Paul makes this thing seem so easy, right? Hey, just don’t be anxious. And that’s how we respond to other people. They are going through something and we say, oh don’t worry about it, everything will work out, just pray about it. And I think we do that in part because we don’t know what to say. Here’s a word to the wise, maybe don’t say anything, just be present. But as I dissected what Paul was saying, a light bulb went off and I will share that breakthrough with you in just a second.
But the other thing that I wanted to understand was, how is it that Paul had this perspective. How could he be so calm? So I reread the entire letter and I zoomed out a little bit just to get a better context of what was happening with Paul and what was going on because I wanted to understand how he was so confident and how he could arrive at this point. Before we get to the part I actually want to get to, I just want to first look at what is happening with Paul. 
First, Paul is writing this letter from prison. Paul is in jail when he was writing this around 60 or 61 AD. As a matter of fact, the letter he wrote to the Philippians was one of four prison letters. He wrote one to the church at Ephesus, the church at Colossi, and to Philemon. And to me, just knowing where he is writing the letter from helped me. This ain’t like somebody I know or a corporate executive living out in the burbs, nice house and a vacation home telling me it’s all good, like if I just lost my job and he tells me he lost his investments when the market crashed. I can’t relate to that. Not that I can relate to being in jail either but I can relate to being down. I can relate to feeling as though I am not in the best of places. So Paul is in jail and he is writing to people, not people in jail, telling them not to be anxious. That just seems crazy given his circumstance. How could he be so positive? He also says in the letter that he doesn’t even know if he will be convicted or be released, which is even more baffling. Another thing you need to understand is that prisoners in that day, they weren’t taken care of. Family and friends had to come and see about them and provide provisions for them lest they just rot in jail. So this is a crazy situation. You also have to understand that Paul is of elite status. His education, his background, all of these things put him in a privileged place but now he is in prison because he was following this guy named Jesus that has literally cost him everything. But despite all of this, as you continue to read Paul’s letters, he is always so positive. He opens his letters positively. He even says in Philippians 1:12, he talks about how being in jail is even a positive thing. 
12 Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to me has actually served to advance the gospel.

At this point, you are like, ok Paul is crazy. But I don’t want you to think that Paul is some superhuman without worries. As a matter of fact, he later says in Chapter 2 that he does have anxieties and he mentions one of the anxieties that he has. So for us, we shouldn’t feel bad when we get down on ourselves and we have our moments. That is a normal part of life. That is part of being human. And it’s like I tell my daughters all the time, it is ok to have your moment but don’t let your moment have you. 
So the question is, how do you do that? How do you have tears and not let yourself stay in a place where you feel torn apart? How do you get mad and still make good decisions? How do you get frustrated when somebody cuts you off in traffic and you don’t cuss them out? Lord help us in the DC area! So I want to zoom in on the aforementioned three verses in Philippians 4 to answer some of these questions this weekend.

As we zoom in to Chapter 4, Paul is giving his final exhortations. He says rejoice in the Lord always. That was like a greeting that meant, people, I want you to be well. Rejoice, be well, in the Lord. And then he says, let your gentleness be evident to all. And then we get down to the part about being anxious. He says do not be anxious about anything. Let’s stop right there. The word ‘anxious’ in the Greek means to be trouble with cares or to be weighed down. Jesus uses or talks about this same word six times in Matthew 6:25-34. He says don’t worry about your life, don’t worry about food, don’t worry about clothes, worrying won’t add anything to your life, don’t even worry about tomorrow. I mean these are basic necessities Jesus is talking about. Don’t worry about what you’re going to wear or what you are going to eat. That is like 75 percent of our decisions every day. Jesus then goes on Matthew 10:19-20 and he is talking to the disciples now and he says when you get arrested. What? When you get arrested. So Jesus is telling them that they will get arrested. He said, when you get arrested, don’t worry about how you are going to defend yourself because the Holy Spirit will give you the words when you need it. 
See, this s really problematic right here. This is a problem because it is counter to how we live our lives, right? It is just. We worry and then we plan and then we worry about the plan. That is what we do and no one thinks twice about it. But it is counter to the way that Paul is talking to us about and counter to the way that Jesus wants us to live. 

So how do we do this? He continues in verse 6.

But in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.

Ok, that is pretty straight forward. I shouldn’t be anxious, I should pray. Right? And that is what we subscribe to people all the time. Oh, don’t worry about it, just pray about it. Like that is just some stress anti-inflammatory that is going to keep our situation from swelling. It doesn’t’ work like that. And for so long, I thought that was the thing too. Like, ok. I just need to pray. But when we look closely at what Paul is outlining for us, there is a little detail in there. Yes we pray but there is a way he is saying that we should pray that I think makes all the difference. See, many of us know of or know how to take our requests to God. Either we’ve seen people doing it or we know how to do it ourselves. But the part that is often left out is with thanksgiving. See, it seems so minor but yet it is so major. ‘With’ is a preposition used as a function word to indicate combination, compliment or addition. Let me break it down to you. I want a burger with cheese, lettuce, tomatoes, pickles, onions, mayo, ketchup and mustard. All of those things completely change the taste of the burger. So the thanksgiving piece makes a humongous difference. 

I remember a couple days after I had this moment of anxiety, this breakdown, Erica and I had gone out to lunch with some friends that we had been trying to get with for so long and so we were hanging out with them and seeing what’s going on. They were asking us about the kids and then Isaiah came up and I just told them how I was feeling and what was going on and so they began to tell us about their twin boys. Beautiful boys, they were born premature and they are miracle babies and there were some issues there and there was hospital visits and all these things and I remember in that moment with them sharing that, they said they just decided that they were going to celebrate what the boys could do. They said they decided to stop focusing on what was wrong and what they couldn’t do, and boom, the light bulb went on. See, I wasn’t celebrating what was good with Isaiah, I wasn’t celebrating what was right with him, his smile and his personality and everything about him. I was just so focused on he should be walking by now and I was comparing him to other kids and that’s what we do and that causes major anxiety for us. I was praying, I was petitioning, I was making my requests, but it was absent of thanksgiving. And that is what I want to zoom in on for the next couple of moments.
There are two things I want to highlight that I think are hugely important that Paul gives us. Put it in your pocket or put it on your mirror or wherever you need to so you can remember it. 

Number one, simple, we just need to start praying with thanksgiving. Praying with thanksgiving. In the Greek, thanksgiving is grateful language toward God. It mean active gratitude. That’s it. We are not grateful people by nature. If you have kids, you know this! And Pastor Mark said last week he has a theory he thinks we are selfish and we know that is not a theory, that is a fact. Nothing teaches you more about yourself than marriage and kids. It is interesting how we criticize kids in youth like we were never disrespectful or ungrateful! The only difference is, you had less opportunity to be exposed. That’s it. It’s called social media and everything else. Paul gives us a template for how we should pray including thanksgiving. And he models it in his communication. When you read through Paul’s writings, you will see a phrase or a similar phrase, I thank God when I pray for you, at the beginning of many of his letters. I Corinthians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Thessalonians. And I started thinking to myself, I wonder how things would change or how things would be different if we started to pray this way. If authentic thanksgiving was a part of our communication with God. What would happen? Well, we don’t have to wonder because Paul tells us. As we move on, he tells us in verse 8, he talks about how the peace of God will guard our heart and our mind. The benefit is the peace of God. 
Thanksgiving, genuine gratitude, is what opens the door for peace to come in. Do you know why? Because you can’t be grateful and selfish at the same time. You just can’t. And thanksgiving also starts to temper our emotions. When we start thanking God and remembering his blessings and remembering the things He has done, it begins to temper our emotions and remind us of what He is capable of because of what He has already done. And that is exactly what happened when our friends told us about their twins> I started to thank God for Isaiah and who he is, this outgoing little boy who is not anxious because he doesn’t know the difference. The anxiety was about me! And I was projecting that particularly in those therapy sessions, which have gotten dramatically better, surprise, surprise! 

My situation and Isaiah’s situation, he is not all of a sudden walking but my spirit is different. It is peace because I’m in this place of gratitude. The word ‘peace’ there in the peace of God, it is a Greek word that when pronounced sounds like irony. So I went to the word ‘irony’ in the dictionary and here is the definition. Incongruity between the actual result of a sequence of events and the normal or expected results. Hm. So peace, irony, transcends all understanding. Is that not an irony? Because your situation should be producing some anxiety but when you have the peace of God, you don’t flip out, you chill out! It produces an irony and it causes people to say, why are you so calm. It is not because there isn’t craziness going on around you, it is because the peace of God is guarding your heart and your mind.

When you are so busy being thankful and grateful, you don’t have time, you don’t have room for excessive complaints, for negativity, for drama. As a matter of fact, you get a heightened sensitivity where you like, if I sense it, I don’t want to be around it. 

The question is, what do you need to thank God for despite what is going on around you. Where is there an absence of thanksgiving in your life?

Number two. Paul says that we need to switch our thinking. Paul tells us

8 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.

I was thinking about how we have these five senses and four of them are like right here in close proximity to our brain. And these senses are the gateways to our mind. And what we open up these gateways to vastly impacts our minds and our thinking and then take residence in our hearts. So we have to be strategic about how we give access to these gateways. We have to be strategic with that. We need to identify people, places and things that don’t need to be there and we need to replace them with people, places and things that do need to be there that help keep us focused.
Joe Madden who is the manager for the Cubs, he is an eccentric guy and does things very differently and he says, I play music in the locker room whether we win or lose because I want my players to not get too high and get too low, I want them to be focused on the process because it is a long season. So he is trying to influence how they are thinking and he is guarding against certain things so that they can stay focused. 

The prophet Isaiah says, and he is talking about God, he says you will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are steadfast because they trust in you. Steadfast in Hebrew means supported by, leaning on or resting on. 

The question is where do you need to keep your mind from going and where do you need rest.

Speaking of rest, as I close, the problem with anxious living is it steals our rest. That is what it does. I’m slowly digesting this book called Sleep Smarter by Sean Stevenson. Chapter 7 is entitled Fix Your Gut, Fix Your Sleep. And the basic idea is two things. One, what you put in your body dramatically impacts your rest and number two, your belly is known as your second brain. I didn’t know this. Your gut talks to your brain. Listen to this quote. Researchers at UCLA were shocked to find out that 90 percent of the fibers in the vagus nerve carry information to the brain and not the other way around. This means the environment in your gut is a primary system calling the shots with your brain function. The same thing is true when it comes to rest for our souls. Listen, if we are not ingesting the right things, especially if we are not ingesting regularly the Word of God, then we are putting ourselves in a situation where the wrong things are talking to us and influencing us the wrong way. We have to make sure we are ingesting the right things, not what people are saying about us, not what is going on around us, but what God is saying. 

That is why too much of the news cycle, too much of Instagram, too much of all that is just too much. We are ingesting more of that stuff than we are ingesting what God says about us. See, the benefit of a healthy relationship with God is rest in God. Jesus said, in John 10:10

10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.

Because of anxious living, what is stolen from us is joy, peace and rest. What is killed in us are hopes, dreams and desires. And then we are ultimately destroyed for lack of proper care. The abundant life is not about the absence of issues, but it is a relationship with the One who is taking on those issues and who has overcome them. Jesus said in John 16:33

33 “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

Self-inflicted anxiety, I’m not talking about biological things that are going on in our bodies or mental health and those sort of things which is a whole separate issue that the church needs to do a better job of addressing, I’m talking about self-inflicted anxiety is really caused by us just taking on too much, stuff we are not designed to take on. But authentic gratitude, which is what Paul is talking about, that is what frees us. So because of the grace of God, we don’t have to take these things on, and through Jesus we have permission to bring it to the Father. It is by grace that we ask. It is for grace that we ask. And it is with grace that we ask. Utterly conscience that our asking has no others grounds of appeal. This is how we move from a suffering state, a state of anxiousness to a beautiful state, a state of gratitude. And it is how the peace of God, when we are thankful, can come in and guard our hearts and our minds because there is a lot of stuff we need to be guarded from. But the key that Paul is giving to us this weekend is the peace of God.
Let’s pray.

God we thank You so much for who You are. Thank You for sending your Son Jesus to overcome the world and all of these troubles that weigh us down, so many things going on around us and we are comparing ourselves to our friends and our stage of life is maybe not producing the things we want and we are weighed down. Or maybe we have a loved one who is suffering or we just find ourselves in a place where we just don’t have answers. God we thank You that You sent your Son Jesus to come and take on these things so that by grace we can bring these concerns that weigh us down to You. God we are thankful for all that You have given to us and all that You are doing in and through us. We ask for the peace of God to come and guard our hearts and our minds and we give all of these things to You, in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
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