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“Holding on to God’s Promises During COVID 19: God takes our anxieties and gives us peace.” 
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Songs/Hymns: Hark the glad sound #118, God is so good, You are holy (prince of peace), It came upon the 
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Fourth Sunday of Advent 
 

“It’s the most wonderful time of the year… 
 It's the hap-happiest season of all” 
 
Really? 
 
“Christmas is considered… 

one of the six most stressful life events,  
along with divorce, moving house and changing jobs.”i 

 
One health and wellness writer shares: 
 
“It hurts my brain to think of the pressure  

people feel to put themselves through that each year. 
 
Whether it’s finances,  

The… messy family dynamics… 
 

[or] the pressure on the host  
to meet expectations of a picture-perfect Christmas… 

 
up to 62 per cent of people feel “very or somewhat” stressed  

during the holidays.” 
 
She continues: 
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“Adding to the heady mix, are the Christmas jingles  
everywhere you go [that] really start to grate. 

 
And let’s not forget [how the] "togetherness" of Christmas  

becomes a prickly pine-cone poking into the heart  
of anyone who feels lonely, isolated,  

or is grieving for a loved one.”ii 
 
Christmas is not always the most wonderful time 
 Or the happiest season. 
 
As I was putting together this sermon, I received an email 
 From the “Employee Assistance Program”  

of the Presbyterian Church in Canada. 
 
It offered a toolbox for coping with holiday stress; 
 Wise suggestions like: 
  Good budgeting, pacing yourself, exercising, 
   Talking with someone that cares. 
 
But while it offered a toolbox for coping with holiday stress. 

I didn’t see anything about spiritual resources. 
 
How might God help us in this season of great need? 
 
PAUSE 
 
Today once again looking at Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi. 

At the time of this writing, Paul is imprisoned. 
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“Many scholars believe Paul wrote Philippians in Rome 
just about the time Nero began tossing Christians to ravenous lions 

and burning them as torches 
to illuminate his banquets.”iii 

 
It was a time when the church  
 Was facing serious threats and persecution. 
 
But today’s passage also speaks of conflict 
 Within the church community. 
  There is a rift between two woman 
   Who had previously worked alongside Paul. 
 
It’s not a great time for the church: 
 Dissention within, 
  And threats on the outside. 
 
And so the Philippians must have paid attention 
 When Paul starts talking about peace, 
  About tranquility and quiet amidst the storm. 
 
In today’s lesson Paul lays out for us a series of practices, 
 A recipe of sorts 

to experience this gift. 
 
Ready for the recipe? 

Get your aprons on. 
 
First of all, Paul calls us to be gentle with one another: 
 “Let your gentleness be evident to all.” 
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In this season of stress, we are called to quench our reactivity. 
 We are asked to be patient and to be kind. 
 
We all have seen how a sharp or misplace word  

can easily lead to conflict. 
 She comes home weary, 
  Laden with bags full of groceries. 

 
And he greets her with: 
 “I hope you didn’t forget the eggnog.” 

  
Paul’s first ingredient in his recipe for peace 
 Is a melting away of our sharpness. 
  He tells us to put it in the double boiler 
   Until it is soft and smooth. 
 
Secondly, we are told to leave aside our anxiety: 
 “Do not be anxious about anything…” 
 
For some, anxiety may not seem like a choice, 
 But there does seem to be a moment of choice: 
  Whether to push back at our fears 
   or let them reign over us. 
 
Paul’s recipe for peace involves leaving aside our anxieties: 
 So don’t add in three cup-fulls, or even a single tsp. 
   
But more than that, and this is Paul’s third ingredient: 
 We are to bring our requests to God. 
  We are to bring requests with thanksgiving. 
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That is, even as we ask God to care for our concerns, 
 We are told to remember our blessings. 
  We are told to remember those situations 
   Where God has already provided for us. 
 
Practicing gratitude isn’t just ancient wisdom. 
 
A recent study at Berkley asked troubled individuals 

To write one letter of gratitude each week  
For three weeks. 

 
This simple activity resulted in significant strides 
 In mental health as measured both 4 weeks and 12 weeks 
  After the exercise.iv 
 
So toss in a few scoops of requests, 
 But remember to add at least as many handfuls 
  Of thanksgiving. 
 
Paul tells us that when add in gentleness, 
 Hold back the anxiety, mix in our requests 
  With generous amounts of thanksgiving, 
   We are on way to a fresh batch of peace 
 
But don’t think you’re already done, 
 Because Paul has a couple more ingredients. 

 
In place of ruminating on our anxieties Paul calls us  
 To cultivate a new focus: 
 
“whatever is true, whatever is noble,  

whatever is right, whatever is pure,  
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whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable— 
if anything is excellent or praiseworthy— 

think about such things”v 
   
Paul realizes that sometimes  
 It is hard for us to take a stand against anxiety 
  Or to place our concerns in God’s hands  
   Without grabbing them back again. 
 
In this case Paul invites us to gives ourselves a new focus. 
 We are to intentionally concentrate on what is positive 
  Around us. 
 
Paul’s recipe calls for a wonderful assortment of spices: 
 Whatever is right, pure lovely, admirable,  

excellent, and praiseworthy. 
 
But just as we are to redirect our thoughts 
 And give our minds a positive focus, 
  We are also encouraged to live this out  
   In our hands and feet too. 
 
Paul tells us to put what he has taught us into practice. 
 That is, the faith of ours is not mean to remain as a theoretical idea 
  But to be embodied, to be lived out in the world. 
 
Paul’s recipe invites us to wash our hands, 
 To stir together all we have added, 
  And then to start kneading the dough 
   With our bare hands. 
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Paul tells us that when we follow this recipe 
 We will experience peace,  

an unexpected peace, 
 a supernatural peace, 

 
a peace that doesn’t necessarily conform to our circumstances. 
 
As one Bible Commentator notes: 
 
“This peace is not merely the absence of conflict,  

but the presence of harmony  
that comes from having everything in the world and life…  

in its proper place and function.”vi  
 
So what might this recipe look like  

in your own home this Christmas? 
 
PAUSE 
 
Do you ever get angry with those Christmas requests  
 That fill up your mailbox?  
 
Try something different this year. 
 
Let that anger melt away. 
 See this not as a nuisance but as an opportunity. 
 
Taking one request and read it. 
 Discover the good things that group 

is trying to accomplish in the world. 
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Don’t be anxious about the need that is presented. 
 Don’t worry about the money in your purse or wallet. 
 
Thank God for the good work  
 That is being done for others 
  and thank God for the way God has always cared for you. 
 
Consider what you good you might accomplish this Christmas 
 Through responding to this request or another. 
 
Then do something. 
 Don’t let kindness remain an idea. 
 
PAUSE 
 
Do you ever get angry with those treasures 
 That your neighbor’s dog leaves on your lawn? 
 
Try something different this year. 
 
Let the anger run gently off your back. 
 See this as an opportunity to consider that neighbor 
  And his family, their comings and goings, 
   Their hopes and their fears. 
 
Don’t worry about what it will be like  
 When those kids become teens. 
  Don’t fret what new loud activity 
   They will be enjoying over the holidays. 
 
Thank God for the family God has given you 
 And all the good times you have enjoyed with them. 
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Consider how you might show your neighbors warmth and hospitality, 
 By sending over a tray of baked goods, 
  Or simply getting to know their children’s names.  
 
Do something. 

Don’t let generosity remain an idea. 
 
Act. 
 
Act, and then wait. 
 
Give it some time.  

Maybe later that week consider  
whether a little unexpected peace has shown up in your life. 

 
Even at Christmas. Even during a time of COVID. 
 
This peace that transcends all understanding 

is God’s Christmas gift to you. 
 
Amen. 

 
i “December 2016: Christmas stress” www.relationships.org.au/what-we-do/research/online-survey/december-2016-christmas-
stress 
ii Sarah Berry “Christmas is getting too stressful, this is why I'm opting out” November 28, 2018 www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/health-
and-wellness/christmas-is-getting-too-stressful-this-is-why-i-m-opting-out-20181127-p50imb.html 
iii Philip Yancey and Tim Stafford “Cheerful Sounds from a Jail Cell” The Student Bible NIV 1036 
iv Joshua Brown and Joel Wong “How Gratitude Changes You and Your Brain” June 6, 2017 
greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_gratitude_changes_you_and_your_brain#:~:text=We%20found%20that%20across%20t
he,desire%20to%20help%20a%20cause.&text=This%20suggests%20that%20people%20who,to%20how%20they%20express%20grati
tude. 
v Philippians 4:8 NIV 
vi Earl F. Palmer “Philippians 4:4-7” The Lectionary Commentary: Acts and the Epistles 370 


