21st November2010
1 Peter 5:1-11

Handling emotions well

Introduction

I would like to share some fundamental truths with you. These are:
· As any boy knows, when your Father shouts at you, ‘Do I look stupid?’ don’t answer him
· Likewise, any little girl will tell you that you do not allow your Mum to brush your hair when she’s argued with your Dad

· It is also a well known truth that when you are 18 years of age Dads know nothing but it is amazing how much they have learnt by the time you reach 21

· And finally, as everybody knows, you cannot hide brussel sprouts or any green vegetable in a glass of milk (I’ve tried, as I hate brussel sprouts and I can’t even push them onto Kelvin’s plate – he notices!)
At this point our sermon series moves into a critical and potentially life changing phase. This is entitled - Breaking free of the past and the first exploration of that looks at handling emotions well. 
We have looked at who we are now in Christ and explored the truth of that through the Bible. God does not change our past but by His grace He enables us to walk free of it. It is because of that, we have now arrived at this critical point. This is a fundamental concept to grasp hold of to help us become more effective disciples of Christ.
A Barometer

Our emotions function as a barometer of our soul, revealing the depth of our character and the quality of our thoughts. What we think affects the way we feel, and the way we feel affects the way we act.
I don’t know about you, but I’m a lark and work much better in the morning. As the day wears on I can get tired and my concentration suffers. 
It is at that point (wherever it is for you) that we can find ourselves taking our eyes off the ball. This is why Peter reminds us, ‘Be self controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.’ 
Our feelings reveal what we really believe
So what are our emotions? They are to the soul what our ability to feel pain is to our bodies.
Suppose someone had the power to take away the sensation of pain and offered it to you as a gift. Would you take it? It’s tempting not to, isn’t it, especially if you are in terrible pain. But it could be dangerous. Think about people with leprosy or some other disease affecting the nervous system. Losing sensation in their bodies’ means they can’t detect pain and without the ability to feel pain they could seriously hurt themselves. God gave us the ability to feel pain for our own protection. It is a gift. 
Our emotions are the same. Wouldn’t it be great to never feel depressed, or anxious or angry? Well no, it wouldn’t because these emotions give us important feedback to help us adjust. Just as pain gives us feedback to the body so emotions are the feedback to the soul.

Feelings are the result of what we choose to believe

Although we can’t directly control our emotions, what we feel is in a general sense the result of what we believe, or choose to think. The trouble is that if what we believe does not reflect the truth, then what we feel will not reflect reality.

Suppose your company is downsizing and people are being made redundant. On Monday you receive an E Mail from your boss saying she wants to see you later in the week. Immediately your mind starts to work overtime. If you think you are going to be made redundant you will probably become angry and that uncertainty could make you anxious and worried so that by the time you see her you are convinced that you are about to lose your job and are a bag of nerves and an emotional mess. 

All because of what you were thinking and none of it based on reality. At the meeting your boss surprises you with a pay rise and a promotion. Now how do you feel? You have spent all week feeling bad because you did not know the truth. None of those feelings were based on reality.
Lamentations 3 illustrates the relationship between beliefs and emotions. To cut a long story short, as you will be aware, Jeremiah is having a bad day. In verses 1-18 he starts by saying, ‘I am a man who has seen affliction…’ and finishes with, ‘My splendour is gone and all that I had hoped from the Lord’.  What a devastating conclusion!

Is this what God is really like? Would He really turn against one of His own? Does He surround His people with bitterness and hardship? Does He shut out prayers? Of course not!
What was the problem? Simply that what Jeremiah believed about God wasn’t actually true. If your hope was in a God who you believed ‘walled you in’ and mangled you like a wild animal then you’d probably be depressed too, but thankfully Jeremiah doesn’t leave it there and again if you read on - Lamentations 3 v 19-24 you’ll see that he changes his perspective and at one point claims, ‘Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed….great is your faithfulness’ v 22-23.
Everything changed internally for Jeremiah when in affect he got a grip of himself. What changed in his circumstances? Absolutely nothing; did God change? No! The only thing that changed was in his mind: how he looked at his circumstances.

Life events don’t determine who or what we are or what we feel; it’s our perceptions of those events.

Changing how we feel

So, a big question; if we are overwhelmed by past or present difficulties what can we do about it? If we look at the story of David and Goliath (1 Samuel 17) we can see that the Israelite army was stressed out big time when they saw the Philistine giant, but David in effect says, ‘Let me have a go at him’.  Both David and the army were looking at the same giant but the former saw something bigger than themselves, whilst David saw Goliath in relationship to God. Who saw the situation as it really was? 

Another big question; can faith in God make that kind of difference in our lives? Absolutely! 
It is not blind faith but recognising what is true. Our main cause of stress comes from past experiences or failures-we have learnt a sense of helplessness and hopelessness. But is that true? No. As Christians we are neither helpless or hopeless, we can change how we think. As Paul says, ‘Be transformed by the renewing of your mind’ (Romans 12:2). We need to understand what is really true about God rather than what our experiences have caused us to believe.
If we don’t handle emotions such as anger and anxiety in the right way we are setting ourselves up for problems and failure can leave us feeling vulnerable - again as the focus verse says, ‘Be self controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.’ 

Learning to handle our emotions well
Kelvin and I enjoy watching, ‘The Big Bang Theory’ a comedy programme on E4 about 4 friends who are geekish to say the least. The least geekish is Leonard and he has a girlfriend called Penny who lives across the hall. In one episode Penny is driving Leonard’s mother home. She exclaims there is a red light showing on the dashboard but Penny is more concerned that the plaster covering the red light has fallen off more so than the red light itself. 
Our emotions are like that red warning light on the dashboard. It alerts us to a problem. We can carry on driving but if we don’t get the problem fixed we know something bad or expensive will happen. 
There are essentially 3 ways of reacting to red lights on the dashboard, if we think of them in terms of our emotions: 
· Cover it up.  We consciously suppress our feelings or choose not to deal with them. This is unhealthy and dishonest both to ourselves and God.
· Explode. This is unhealthy and can be indiscriminate. ‘Everyone should be…slow to become angry’ James 1:19-20.
· Be honest and do something about it. This is a healthy response and acknowledges how we feel, first to God and then to others.
Handling past traumas 

We have looked mainly at our day to day emotions, but what about past traumas? All of us have experienced traumas that have left us with emotional baggage- the loss of a loved one, some form of abuse, a fearful experience. These emotions can be locked deep down in our memories but come to the surface when triggered by something in the present. 
We can try to avoid the events that trigger the old memories but God doesn’t want emotional pain from the past to influence us negatively today or in the future. We are not primarily products of our past but of Christ’s work on the cross and His resurrection.
We can’t change our past but we can be free from it. Like Jeremiah we can re-evaluate our past from the perspective of who we are now in Christ and the truths in the Bible.

In conclusion
We can’t be right with God without being real. If necessary, God may have to make us real so that we can be right with Him. Be honest with God, He really is our best friend.

If this sermon has raised issues for you please do seek out the prayer ministry team but can I encourage you to read the book, ‘Steps to freedom in Christ’ (copies available in the book shop). And there are people who are willing to pray through any issues with you in confidence. They are Kelvin, Christopher Owen, Catherine, Pat and myself.
And as we finish, listen to these words

Once I held in my tightly clenched fist ashes, ashes from a burn that flickered upon my 10 year old body, ashes I didn’t ask for. The scar was forced on me and for 17 years the fire smouldered. I kept my fist closed in secret, hating those ashes, yet unwilling to release them, not sure if I should, not convinced that it was worth it, marring the things that I touched and leaving black marks everywhere or so it seemed. I tried to undo it all but the ashes were always there to remind me that I couldn’t. I really could not, but God could. His sweet Holy Spirit spoke to my heart one night in tearful desperation. He whispered, ‘I want to give you beauty for your ashes, oil of joy for your mourning, a garment of praise for your spirit of heaviness’. I had never heard such a deal as this-beauty for ashes, my sadly stained memory for the healing in His Word, my soot-like dreams for his songs in the night, my hopeless and hurting emotions for his ever-constant peace.  How could I be so stubborn as to refuse an offer such as this? So willingly yet in slow motion and yes, sobbing, I opened my bent fingers and let the ashes drop to the ground. In silence, I heard the wind blow them away, away from me for ever. I am now able to place my open hands gently around the fist another hurting soul and say with confidence, ‘Let them go’. There really is beauty beyond your comprehension.
Go ahead, trust him. His beauty for your ashes, is that possible? It’s the gospel.
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