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While I was struggling through seminary my family and I attended the First Cumberland Presbyterian Church in Memphis, TN. Pastor Tommy Thompson was the pastor then, and he knew the value of thinking positively. We worshipped in a Christian Life Center similar to this one and so would set up and take down the chairs each week. Tommy would set up fewer chairs than we were going to need so that on Sunday the ushers would have to run and get more chairs for the “overflow crowd”. Then on Monday he would email us all that we had a great crowd, so big we had to add chairs. That worked pretty well for a while, but eventually we began to wonder why, since we were adding more chairs each week, we hadn’t run completely out of space, were putting chairs out in the parking lot. Tommy’s thinking was that if we looked around on Sunday and saw empty chairs we might feel like we had failed somehow, (O woe is us) but having to put out more chairs would make us excited to see all the unexpected people, (we must be doing something right). A little manipulative maybe, but the psychology sounds good.

Here at St. Timothy we do the opposite. We intentionally put out more chairs than we think we will need. The idea is that we don’t want guests to arrive and have a hard time finding a nice place to sit, they might not come back. Too few chairs or more chairs than we will need, which is best? One approach considers the mind set of the members, the other, guests. We have decided that our guests are more important. We want our guests to have a positive experience with us so they will come back.

But the power of positive thinking is real, and it is Biblical. The Amplified Bible translates Proverbs 23:7 this way, “As he thinks in his heart, so is he.” We are what we think. What we choose to think has a greater influence on our lives than our environment or heredity or background. Many very successful people came from almost hopeless backgrounds. Every one of them had a positive, I am better than this, mental focus. Norman Vincent Peale spent most of his ministry with that message as his main focus. If you want to change your life the first place you must start is your thinking. That is what Paul meant when he wrote that we are to “offer our bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.”  You are not a failure, you are not junk, you are special! And giving yourself to God is giving God a precious gift.  Listen to the way The Message translates that verse, “Take your everyday, ordinary life – your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life – and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for Him.” 
In Romans 12:2 Paul tells us to “Be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (NIV)  The Message interprets that sentence this way, if you fix your attention on God “you’ll be changed from the inside out”. Stop thinking “looser” and start thinking “winner”. Stop being negative and become positive. Stop thinking about your failures and focus on your triumphs. You are a child of God and God will bring the best out of you.

In the church we find that after Labor Day our friends and family start to get more serious about attending worship and bible study. Summer is over, most of us have taken our vacations, and the kids are back in school, it is time to get serious again. We are starting fresh and so it seems to me a good time to do a little housekeeping on our thoughts, sweep away negative cobwebs and vacuum up those dust bunny fears. We are God’s children! We are too blessed to be stressed!

But we all know that stresses are on the way if not already stretching us. Life is like a sine wave, some days we are up and some days we are down. Some days are just great and some days we might wish we had just stayed in bed.  Some days are beautiful and some bleak. That’s life! But our mental state doesn’t have to follow the wave! It will if we don’t control it. We might not be able to control what happens to us but we can control what we think.

Most of us are guilty of exaggerating the severity of the situation we are in, and that exaggeration usually makes the situation worse. Let me give you a few examples of this tendency to exaggeration.

Somebody criticizes you and immediately you think “everybody hate me”. But that’s an exaggeration, everybody doesn’t hate you.

A new job doesn’t come through for you and you think to yourself “I don’t have what it takes”. That isn’t necessarily the case! Maybe it wasn’t the job God had in mind for you.

Just the other day I succumbed to “stinking thinking”. I crashed my little electric radio controlled airplane for the final time, not enough left to resurrect. I went home thoroughly depressed and certain that I had lost any ability to fly. I was ready to quit. But I was wrong! All I needed was a little help with this one new plane. Stinking thinking whispers to us “I can’t” but God wants us to know that He didn’t make us junk and with His help we can do anything God will bless. And I firmly believe that sometimes God blesses things as simple as flying a model or driving a little white ball over a water hazard. Failures are no measure of your potential and may just be the best way for us to learn to succeed. 

If anyone in this world should have had low self-esteem it should have been Paul. He was trained by the best, had credentials to fill a briefcase but was a tent-making itinerant preacher without a home. By all social standards he was a failure. He was ridiculed by his peers, hated by his parental church, and regularly beaten by the local authorities wherever he was. Even his Christian churches didn’t seem to like him much. And yet it was Paul who wrote to the Corinthian churches, “We are pressed on every side by troubles but we’re not crushed and broken. We are perplexed but we don’t give up and quit. We get knocked down but we get up again and we keep going.” (II Cor. 4:8-9)

How did he do it? With all those disappointment he just kept on preaching and teaching Jesus. With all the pressure and disappointments how did he just keep on keeping on? He tells us in verse 18, “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen,” (the hurtful words, the rejections, the pain) “but on what is unseen.” (God’s eternal promises, His love, His blessings in the past and promises for the future.) Paul writes, “For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”  That is focused thinking! No matter what happens in the external world Paul keeps his mind focused on the eternal world. God has made us, God has blessed us, God will help us, God has prepared for us a place in eternity. Don’t listen to the lies, even the ones you tell yourself, listen to the Father. That’s what we have to do!

When your situation looks depressing, you need to focus your thinking on the goodness of God and all the good things God has done for you in the past. Depression and negative thinking should be a clear warning you are out of focus, you have temporarily forgotten how good God is to you. 

But look, the truth is that we will almost surely do this year many of the things we did last year. And an awful lot of those things won’t turn out like we planned, we will fail at them. I know I will crash again, and I know you will too. Failure is just a part of life. Things don’t always go like we hope. And when that happens we will begin to do some stinking thinking again. We will want to quit. We will feel so unworthy. We will feel defeated. When your situation feels like a defeat it is then that you should turn your thoughts to the GREATNESS of God. God is good, and God is GREAT! He is our safety net. He will not let us permanently fail.

Not long ago we took the grandchildren to the Shrine Circus. One of the premier acts of the circus is the trapeze artists. They do amazing things! But, contrary to the movies, they don’t fly from swing to swing without a safety net. They rarely fall in a show but they know that if something goes wrong they can count on the net to catch them so they can fly again. Jesus Christ is our safety net, always there to catch us when we fall.

Ephesians 2 says, “It wasn’t so long ago that you were mired in that old stagnant life of sin. You let the world, which doesn’t know the first thing about living, tell you how to live. You filled your lungs with polluted unbelief, and then exhaled disobedience. We all did it, all of us doing what we felt like doing, when we felt like doing it, all of us in the same boat. It’s a wonder God didn’t lose His temper and do away with the whole lot of us. Instead, immense in mercy and with an incredible love, He embraced us. H took our sin-dead lives and made us alive in Christ. He did all this on His own, with no help from us! Then He picked us up and set us down in highest heaven in company with Jesus, our Messiah.” (The Message)
Listen, we are too blessed to be stressed! When you feel the stress let that be a reminder of how blessed you are to have God on your side. And may this Lord’s Supper remind us of just how much God loves us, enough to give His Son for us. With a God like that …. we should be embarrassed when we allow anything to stress us. Amen.
