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“STRESS2REST: FAITH”
by Rom A. Pegram (6/14/20)
When I was in college (the first time), I was a vocal major at the University of Wisconsin—Eau Claire. I remember my first semester in college. I took 21 credits that first semester … mostly in the music department. Nobody knew your name, but they knew your voice (or your social security number). It was more like a music conservatory experience, rather than just a major at college. And it seems like I went from one audition … to the next—always auditioning for those who might want me (or my voice) in their particular ensemble.

As time went on, the auditions continued. You might be in this music group for this semester. The next semester, you’d have to audition again. Why? Because there was new talent in the house! And you were one of many … and generally treated like it. There was a bulletin board in the music department where results of auditions were posted. Over time you would love going to that bulletin board—when you’d read that you made a certain group you wanted to be part of; at other times, you would just dread going to that bulletin board—knowing that you’d blown an audition and probably wouldn’t get into the vocal group you wanted to be in. And my self-esteem and self-worth, at that time, were tied to that board. My happiness and how I felt about myself were determined by what I would read on that bulletin board. Was I good enough? Had I made it? Or would I come up short this semester?


After a year in that music school, I became somewhat disillusioned. Thank heavens, I still loved music … and I loved singing. But I came to really resent the atmosphere—so competitive and so impersonal. Coming from a smaller Wisconsin town, graduating from a smaller Wisconsin high school, I wasn’t used to this … so it was hard—almost unbearable at times. But there’s one thing I was thankful for, after my time at UW-Eau Claire. The year I spent in the music department there … was great training for life. How’s that? It was a great preparation for … the endless auditions of life. Do you know what I mean? 

How many of you have ever felt that way in your life, or your job, or in a relationship? You feel like nothing more than a mark on a bulletin board … that goes up or down, depending on how you did that week. You’re judged every day on the success of what you’re trying to accomplish. And your name either appears on the winners list … or it doesn’t, depending on how accomplished you’ve been. It’s an insecure feeling, isn’t it? It’s a stressful way to live…

And, unfortunately, many go through life thinking that’s how God views us. Some go through life looking at God, up in Heaven, and God has a big bulletin board, and our name is on the board. But what list did we make this time around? When we do good things, living a good life and doing what God wants us to do, our name ends up on the list we most desire. But there are days when we feel like we’re a long way from God, and we don’t do good things and we live outside of God’s will. And it’s not just which music group we become a part of; it’s all about determining where we’re going to spend eternity! Folks, many people—including Christians—have that view of God. It’s all about rules and following the rules; that’s the way we get God to love us more. That’s the way we get to Heaven. And because of those views, our faith isn’t a source of JOY, or a source of comfort; our faith is a source of pressure and a source of fear and insecurity.

You’ll be happy to know today that I want you to know this: That’s NOT how God wants it to be. In fact, I want you to listen to me closely for just a moment. When we come to know Jesus personally—put our faith in Jesus for our past, our present, and our future, he wants to remove the fear, the doubt, the guilt, the regret, and the stress we feel every single day! With Jesus, you see … faith is not about the rules; it’s about the relationship! That’s what I want to talk to you about today. Let’s first get into our scripture for today from Matthew 11:28-29 and 2 Timothy 1:7…

Then Jesus said, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and you will find rest for your souls. – Matthew 11:28-29 (NLT)
For God has not given us a spirit of fear and timidity, but of power, love, and self-discipline. – 2 Timothy 1:7 (NLT)
Thanks so much, Owen… And the rest of you, consider what Owen just read. Looking to our theme verses for this series (Matthew 11:28-29), I want you to see what Jesus didn’t say in this passage. Jesus doesn’t say, “Hey, you’re living a good life. You’re living an easy life. Now, come to me and I’m going to give you a bunch of rules that make your life more difficult and more stressful!” Jesus didn’t say that, did he? NO, of course not! What does Jesus say? He says, “Bring that baggage to me! And let me exchange your stress for MY rest!” That’s what God wants for your life. And then, in 2 Timothy 1:7, Jesus tells us: “For God has not given us a spirit of fear and timidity, but of power, love, and self-discipline.” That’s what God wants for you!

If you’re here today and your view is that … God is up in Heaven and he has this celestial bulletin board where he ranks your life every day—how good you are, and how much he either loves you or he doesn’t, I want you to gain a whole new (biblical) perspective on who God is and how he views you today. And here is how we’re going to do that. Folks, here are 3 STRESS-BUSTING TRUTHS ABOUT OUR FAITH:
STRESS-BUSTING TRUTH #1: “Getting to Heaven is Not About What I Do; It’s About What Jesus Has Already Done!” For many people, religion is spelled with a two-letter word; are you with me?
For many, including many ‘Christians,’ religion is spelled … “D-O.” Religion is about doing. If I want God to like me, I have to DO the right things. If I want God to love me, I need to DO the right things. If I want to get to Heaven, I need to DO the right things. I need to be a good person. I need to follow God’s rules, and the more I DO that, the more God is going to like me—the more God is going to love me. And that’s how I work myself into Heaven. So, religion is about DO-ing. It’s all about the ‘DO.’
Needless to say, all other world religions (outside of Christianity) seem to reinforce that thought. Take a look at all the other world religions; every major world religion suggests that you get to Heaven by pleasing God through your own efforts. Or, if it’s not about getting to Heaven, it’s about becoming more God-like—through your own efforts. Unlike our key verses for this series, you don’t come to Jesus and give him your baggage and he takes it from you. Instead, you have to deal with your own baggage … all by yourself. And if you can figure that out, only then do you become closer and closer to God! Every major world religion sees religion this way!

And way too many think Christianity is like that as well... As a matter of fact, if you were to ask those who’ve heard about Christianity but have not yet taken the step to ‘enter in’ to a relationship with God through faith in Christ, this may be the reason why. It’s one of the barriers to them coming to the faith. They think it’ll be just one big ‘to-do list’ that you have to accomplish (and an even bigger ‘to-don’t list’ to stay away from)…

Every religion is about ‘doing,’ except for one … and that is ‘biblical Christianity!’ You see, for Christians, getting to Heaven, having God love us, has absolutely, positively nothing to do with what we do. It has nothing to do with doing good things and not doing bad things. Christianity is about receiving what Jesus has already done! In fact, if you want a good way to remember how to spell Christianity, compared to other world religions, remember this: It would be spelled … ‘DONE.’ It’s not about doing good things to earn God’s favor … or to earn God’s love, in order to get to Heaven. It’s about what Jesus has already done on the cross… He came to earth, died on the cross as the perfect sacrifice for our sins—sins we committed in the past, sins we commit in the present, and for sins we’re going to commit in the future. As far as Jesus is concerned, it's already DONE. That’s what God did for us. And Jesus’ sacrifice put our relationship with God back together … once and for all. Jesus filled in the gap where we came up short, and helped us pass the most important audition ever, so we could spend eternity with him. Ephesians 2:8-9 says this: “God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from God. 9 Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it.” When you get a chance, in your own Bibles, underline those three words—GIFT FROM GOD! It’s not a reward for your efforts—nothing to do with keeping the rules. It’s about believing in Jesus and knowing he made the ultimate sacrifice because of LOVE—because he loves YOU! And speaking of LOVE, here’s #2…
STRESS-BUSTING TRUTH #2: “There is Nothing You Can Do that Will Ever Cause God to NOT Love You!” This, folks, is all about the unchanging nature of God—who God is … and the Apostle Paul expressed it in this way (Romans 8:38-39):
And I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from God’s love. Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither our fears for today nor our worries about tomorrow—not even the powers of hell can separate us from God’s love. 39 No power in the sky above or in the earth below—indeed, nothing in all creation will ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Again, there is nothing you can do that will every cause God to NOT love you!  For those of you who are parents, it’s very much like your love for your children. I don’t really know of much that would cause a parent to stop loving their child (as imperfect as we are). Our love for them is that strong, which is nothing compared to God’s love for us!

Will they disappoint us? Absolutely! Will we be anxious over their choices in life, especially when they go against the very teachings we raised them on? Absolutely! But will we stop loving them? NO. Probably never. But, with God, his love will NEVER stop! Ever! Will God be disappointed in us? Absolutely—at some point! Will God be anxious over choices we make in life—even though God knows the choices we make will cause pain in our lives? Absolutely! But God will never stop loving us! Ever! “I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from God’s love,” says the Apostle Paul. And he’d seen a lot, folks. So, let that fact lower your stress! Then, we find:
STRESS-BUSTING TRUTH #3: “Living to Please Jesus is Less Stressful than Living to Please People!” Write that one down, would you?
Many people hesitate to follow Jesus because they think if they become a Christian, there life will END there. There will be NO MORE FUN; Christianity is just a bunch of rules—a ‘to-do list,’ or a ‘not-to-do list.’ So, even if they’re attracted to Jesus, and have an opportunity to say ‘YES’ to Jesus, they say “Thanks. But no thanks!” 
One of the truths I want to communicate today—if you don’t hear anything else—is … faith in Jesus IS NOT ABOUT RULES! It’s about an exciting, life-changing relationship with God! And when we begin to follow Jesus, and we focus on pleasing him (in a healthy way), our life becomes a lot less stressful than when we live our lives trying to please other people…

Paul reminds us of this in his letter to the Galatians (1:10): “Obviously, I’m not trying to win the approval of people, but of God. If pleasing people were my goal, I would not be Christ’s servant.” That’s hard for me to grasp sometimes, because—like many of you, I’m a people-pleaser. I mean, I hate it when people are disappointed in me. I don’t like it when those I love aren’t happy with me. It causes me stress… My boss, my friends, my family, my spouse, my kids… How in the world can I please everybody? Frankly, it’s a miserable way to live! It’s like having to audition over and over and over again, day after day after day…
But here’s the bottom line: God already loves you and accepts you just the way you are. He doesn’t say … change your life, get rid of your baggage … before you come to me! He says, ‘Come me … just as you are. And we will do this together…’ God already loves you … THAT MUCH!
Ephesians 2:10 is one of my favorite passages in the Bible. It says, “For we are God’s masterpiece. He has created us anew in Christ Jesus, so we can do the good things he planned for us long ago.” If you’re together with others as you watch this video, turn to them right now and say, “You are God’s masterpiece!” (Go ahead!) We all need to hear that truth, don’t we?


Folks, beginning today, I want you to make the decision that you’re no longer going to live your life trying to please … your boss, your family, your friends, and so on. I want you to lay down that stress and, instead, I want you to accept the rest God wants to give you! Vow today to spend the rest of your life pleasing God instead of others … and watch your stress melt away! That’s the God we serve…
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