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Some scholars assert that biblical “religion” 
began in the desert sands of the Sinai 
Peninsula with a nomadic tribe called the 
Hebrews. According to these scholars, the 
Hebrews wrote laws, devised worship rit-
uals, and won a homeland for themselves. 
They were greatly influenced by their neigh-
bors, and their religious beliefs became a 
conglomeration of 2,000 years of cultural 
evolution—further refined by a Jewish zealot 
named Jesus and His followers. While this 
view is obviously contrary to the teaching of 
Scripture, it contains a sliver of fact: Some 
things were not as clearly understood in the 
Old Testament as they were in the New. 
Death is a prime example. 

Death in the Old Testament was a 
mysterious and dreaded event, the grave 
a place of shadows and shades. Death was 
personified and animated, given human-like 
characteristics, and seen as a lurking foe ready 
to swallow the unwary and unprotected. 
Death was a shepherd, guiding the living to 
the grave, to a future of decay (Ps. 49:14). 
The grave itself was the mouth of death, 
swallowing its victims into a futureless 
netherworld (Ps. 69:15). The grave never 
got its fill and was always hungry for more 
(Prov. 27:20; 30:15–16; Isa. 5:14). The 
Canaanites, from whom Israel took their 
Promised Land, even had a god named Mot 
(“death”) who ate unfortunate Canaanites 
like lambs. Shudder!

While the idea of victory over death was 
hinted at in the Old Testament (e.g., Job 
19:25–27; Dan. 12:2–3), it was not fully 
revealed until Christ came and conquered 
death and the grave through His resurrec-
tion. Given people’s fears about death, it is 
no wonder that Paul exults when teaching 
the Corinthians about the resurrection: 

“O Death, where is your victory? O death, 
where is your sting?” (1 Cor. 15:55). Rather 
than death being the “swallower,” Christ has 
swallowed up death in the victory of His 
resurrection. Christ was the “first fruits”  
(1 Cor. 15:20)—only the first of many 
whose resurrection would defy death.

Christianity, based on Christ’s teaching, 
has the clearest and most believable explan-
ation of death of any religion in the world. 
Rather than fearing death, the Christian 
welcomes it —for “to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21),  
and death means being “at home with the 
Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8).

GOD’S PROMISE: 
He has defeated death,  

our greatest and last enemy.
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Read 1 Corinthians 15:50–58   
“The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law; but thanks be to 
God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 Cor. 15:56)

Lord God, teach me to desire You more than anything else, to will what You command, 
to hope in Your promises, to trust in You, and to wait on You. It is difficult for me to 
rest in You and wait for Your timing because I get impatient with the status quo. And 
when this happens, I focus more on the product I want rather than the process along the 
way to what You want. It seems that the process of preparation always takes longer than 
what I have in mind. But what use would it be to travel rapidly toward what I would 
later discover to be a dead end? You alone know what is best for me, and Your love for 
me always wills the best for me. You give me the opportunities and the gifts I need for 
the next stage in my journey, and I ask for the patience to wait for Your timing, for You 
to open doors, and for You to endue me with Your power.
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recipe for turning anxiety into peace. 
These words are worth memorizing or 
printing out and posting on your desk 
or somewhere highly visible to you 
every day. 

4. Live ethically (4:8–9). How much 
stress is generated by the fear of being 
“found out”? Ethical people experience 
less stress. Being truthful (the first item 
listed in 4:8) is, in many ways, its 
own reward. It makes sense if for no 
other reason than because of its stress-
reducing properties. Notice that the 
practice of ethical living begins with a 
focused, intentional thought life.

If and when stress creeps (or floods) in, 
read and heed these principles from Paul’s 
primer on stress avoidance. Even more 
importantly, remember that our Lord Himself 
endured great pain and sorrow, yet He had 
peace in the midst of it all. 

On the night before Jesus was crucified—
what should have been the most stressful night 
of His life—He demonstrated an astonishing 
level of poise and inner calm. How was He 

The need To manage sTress is intrinsic to 
the human condition. Managing the effects 
of this complex and potentially dangerous  
phenomenon is the subject of many publica-
tions. Hans Selye, the great stress researcher, 
differentiated between helpful, neutral, and 
debilitating stress.1  But the apostle Paul offers 
advice not on how to manage negative stress 
but on how to avoid stress altogether. He 
teaches us how to turn pressure to our advan-
tage. Philippians 4:4–9 is essential reading for 
anyone under pressure:

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, 
rejoice! Let your gentle spirit be known 
to all men. The Lord is near. Be anxious 
for nothing, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let 
your requests be made known to God. 
And the peace of God, which surpasses 
all comprehension, will guard your hearts 
and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

Finally, brethren, whatever is true, 
whatever is honorable, whatever is right, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, what-
ever is of good repute, if there is any ex-
cellence and if anything worthy of praise, 
dwell on these things. The things you have 
learned and received and heard and seen 
in me, practice these things, and the God 
of peace will be with you. (Phil. 4:4–9)

Before you write off Paul as an idealistic 
do-gooder, remember that his own work 

generated enormous pressure. Stress avoid-
ance doesn’t mean pressure avoidance. Paul 
achieved in his lifetime more than most 
people dream of accomplishing. And he did 
so under constant harassment and powerful 
opposition. People lied about him. He 
was unjustly imprisoned (the letter to the 
Philippians was written from a prison cell). 
Just reading his résumé of hardships is stress-
inducing: 39 lashes from the Jews on five 
different occasions, beaten with rods three 
times, shipwrecked three times, frequently 
near death at the hands of merciless men 
and nature. Internally, he bore the concern 
for sin in the churches. (See 2 Corinthians 
11:23–28.) Paul was more than qualified to 
speak about enduring pressure without being 
crippled or even killed by the stress that so 
often accompanies it. Here are four principles 
from the Philippians passage:

1. Define perspective (4:1–6). Only when 
we adopt the perspective described in 
these verses (as well as in chapter 3 of 
the letter) does Paul’s “rejoice” com-
mand (4:4) ring true. Our present 
circumstances must be contextualized 
into the bigger story, God’s story.

2. Be gentle (4:5). Gentleness implies 
having great power under control. It 
does not mean becoming a doormat; 
Christ was gentle without being weak. 

3. Entrust your concerns to God (4:5–7). 
The instructions here are a God-given 
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When the Israelites committed sexual immorality and 
began worshiping the Moabite gods (Num. 25:1–2), 
their idolatry changed them. They began to resemble 
what they worshiped. By worshiping idols that 
encouraged sexual immorality, the people of Israel 
became like a harlot, flaunting their unfaithfulness to 
their covenant God. Recounting this incident, Hosea 
says the Israelites “became as detestable as that which 
they loved” (Hos. 9:10).

We gradually come to resemble what we worship. 
Whatever we set our heart on, that object of desire 
will begin to govern everything we do. That is why 
we must turn the focus of our love away from the 
idols of this world system and discover the liberty of 
the Spirit of the Lord. For when we behold Christ, 
we will gradually come to resemble Him, “being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory” 
(2 Cor. 3:18).

APPLICATION

What is your main focus in life? What do you most 
love and admire? Is it a loved one? Possessions or a 
position of power? If you’re not sure, here’s a clue: 
What do you spend the most time thinking about? Is 
your heart’s desire fixed on something of this world? 
Or are you drawing your life from loving communion 
with the One who formed you for Himself?

SCRIPTURES FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

• Colossians 3:9–10
• Psalm 37:3–7a
• Romans 12:2
• 2 Corinthians 3:18

We become what we behold. ““

1 Hans Selye, The Stress of Life (Columbus, OH: McGraw-
Hill, 1978).

NEXT MONTH: 

Stress Management, Part 6 (conclusion):

Stress and Relief: 
A Divine Rhythm

All Scriptures quoted in this newsletter are from the New American Standard Bible®, Copyright © 1960, 1971, 1977, 1995 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman Foundation), as found on BibleGateway.com, except where another translation is indicated. 

able to endure such a high level of pressure? 
The writer of Hebrews tells us it was a matter 
of perspective: 

[Let us fix] our eyes on Jesus, the author 
and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set 
before Him endured the cross, despising 
the shame, and has sat down at the right 
hand of the throne of God. For consider 
Him who has endured such hostility by 
sinners against Himself, so that you will not 
grow weary and lose heart. (Heb. 12:2–3)

Jesus endured more pressure than we can 
imagine, yet He had peace, poise, and power 
because He embraced the Father’s perspective. 
He invites us to adopt the same outlook and 
attitude, by trusting and submitting to God’s 
leadership in our lives. The result? Less negative 
internal stress, regardless of the level of external 
pressure on us from our circumstances.

Remember that our Lord Himself 

endured great pain and sorrow, yet 

He had peace in the midst of it all.
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