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It was just a bit over a month ago – I think it may have been Labor Day weekend, in fact – and 

Rick was sharing, as a special music piece, an arrangement of the song we sang as the opening 

hymn, “It Is Well With My Soul.”  I sat there and listened, enjoying his music as I always do, as 

he sang the first verse…   

“When peace like a river attendeth my way,  

When sorrows like sea billows roll; 

Whatever my lot, God hast taught me to know, 

It is well, it is well with my soul.” 

 

The moment those words came out of his mouth – I was scrambling for a hymnal.  I don’t know 

how many of you just heard it, but I knew that there was a word that was different there.  I 

flipped open the hymnal, found the page number, and sure enough, the third line of that opening 

verse in the hymnal is, “Whatever my lot, thou hast taught me to SAY,” while what Rick sang 

that morning was, “Whatever my lot, God hast taught me to KNOW.”  In an instant that 

difference struck me at the heart.  I talked to Rick after worship, confirmed that the arranger had, 

indeed, changed that word, and I told him, right then and there, that it would become a sermon 

before too long. 

 

Fast forward five weeks, and I’ve spent the last month plus reflecting on that subtle, but 

incredibly meaningful, difference in that single turn of phrase.  Do we say it, or do we know it?  

And, what’s the difference?  How would our lives look otherwise…how would our faith look 

otherwise…how would our relationship with God be different if we didn’t just say, but truly 

knew that, in God, it is well? 

 

These were the questions I’d pondered since hearing Rick sing those words back at the beginning 

of September, and then I came upon our reading from Philippians for this morning.  I sat down 

with this week’s suggested readings in the lectionary, and I read through those familiar words.  

But, this time around, they struck me in a new way.  As I considered that urge to ‘not worry 

about anything,’ my heart went back to those of the hymn that Rick had sung.  ‘God has taught 

me to know…’  ‘Do not worry…’  These phrases rang in my head, but I have to tell that, very 

quickly, I got stuck on that one word – ‘worry.’ 
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That’s a difficult word for me.  People read that word in both of these passages that we shared 

this morning, and I have to say that more than a few turn it into some sort of command to cast 

aside all of our cares and simply expect God to take care of it all.  You’ve heard me say a dozen 

times before that it doesn’t work that way.  But still, it’s a word that, in many ways, can be 

difficult to define. 

 

Many of you know that our Office Manager, Kerrin, is originally from South Africa.  And, it was 

just last weekend, while I was away, that she texted me with an urgent need for one of our 

members and, in doing so, wrote, “I’m sorry to worry you.”  It took me a minute to process, but 

then I remembered that, for her, worry is used in the manner in which we use the word ‘bother’ – 

what I first took as a statement reflecting some level of angst that was to be induced on my part, 

she was simply saying, ‘Sorry to bug ya!’  That’s the challenge with language – these words 

don’t always mean the same thing to all people.  So, as I continued to wrestle with that one – 

worry – I went down the etymological rabbit hole to learn a bit more. 

 

Now, bear with me!  I usually don’t get into this kind of minutia, but I think it has a lot to say, to 

us, about that which these passages are really trying to inspire in our faith.  So, here’s the deal… 

 

The word translated as ‘worry’ here in Philippians, as well as in Jesus’ words in Matthew, in 

some other translations is translated as, ‘be anxious.’  In some others, it’s even translated as, 

‘have anxiety about.’  Those, I want to suggest, get much closer to the point.  The original Greek 

word being translated is ‘merinma.’  In some contexts it can have a sense of having concern for, 

or care for another, but in the New Testament contexts it is used distinctively as a word that 

speaks to heightened anxiety – to the particular state of being troubled by one thing or another.  

This isn’t a word that’s saying that we should cast aside all care and lounge worry-free under our 

beach-front cabanas.  It’s a word that says we shouldn’t allow ourselves to be absorbed by that 

sense of heightened anxiety because God is here too.  As Jesus reminds us of the birds of the air 

and the lilies of the field – he’s reminding us that God’s care for all of creation is such that we 

need not allow ourselves to become overwhelmed by anxiety – to be exceedingly troubled by our 

challenges – because, as we do plan and prepare for the trials of life, God walks them with us.   

 

So, the fundamental premise is not a surprising one, I think, to any of us.  The word at play isn’t 

telling us that life is care-free, it’s telling us that we need not be overtaken by anxiety, because 

we don’t face that life alone.  Not necessarily an earth-shattering concept for any of us this 

morning!  But, there’s more... 

 

You see, there’s another, much more subtle, aspect of that word that struck me in an entirely new 

way.  That word, merinma, has a core meaning that reflects upon that issue of heightened 

anxiety, and I think that’s the underlying meaning to which Jesus is pointing as he speaks those 

words in Matthew.  For Paul’s words in Philippians, however, there’s another layer, I think.  You 

see, this word, while holding meaning of this heightened anxiety, has an undertone of that 

anxiety being driven by the dividing of one’s attention.  There’s a sense, in this, of being drawn 

into that moment of worry…of anxiety…of troubled mind…because we’re torn in too many 

directions at the same time – because our sights become clouded by the myriad of places on 

which we set our focus. 
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Just think about that.  I want you keep that particularity of this word in mind as we hear, again, 

some of these words from Philippians.  Consider not only that fundamental meaning of 

heightened anxiety, but of that anxiety being caused by the diving of our attention – by the too-

many places on which we set our sights.  Hold on to that notion and listen to these words again… 

 

6 Do not worry [Do not be anxious…Do not be troubled…] about anything, but in everything 

by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And 

the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds 

in Christ Jesus. 

 

8 Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is 

pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable…think about these things. 9 Keep on 

doing the things that you have learned…and the God of peace will be with you.  (Phil 4: 6-9) 

 

Do you hear it? 

• ‘Let your requests be made known to God, and the peace of God will guard your hearts.’ 

• ‘Set your sites on what is excellent…keep on doing that which is Godly…and the God of 

peace will be with you.’ 

 

Never, until this week, did I read these words from Philippians in way that suggests that it is the 

focus of our attention – the setting of our sights – that allows the unsurpassable peace of God to 

truly make its way into our lives. 

 

In those words in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus suggests that it is because of God’s demonstrable care 

for all creation that we can have the confidence that we need not experience that sense of 

troubled anxiety.  It is in looking around at all that God has done, and is doing, in this creation 

that we can see that we are never left alone and that we are forever held in God’s care.  We have 

every reason to trust that we don’t need to feel that sense of anxiety.  That’s not a new revelation, 

I think, to any of us.  What was a new perspective for, however, was the manner in which these 

words from Paul to the church in Philippi really serve as an instruction manual on how to do that. 

 

Paul isn’t telling us, here, that we shouldn’t feel anxiety.  Jesus is – and he’s telling us why as 

well.  But, I think Paul’s point goes beyond that here.  Paul isn’t just telling us that we shouldn’t 

be pulled into that moment of troubled anxiety.  No, Paul’s telling us how.  Paul is telling us that 

it is about the setting of our sights and a fundamental refusal to divide our attention.  Paul is 

telling us that the route to the peace that passes all understanding…the path to having the peace 

of God with us…is putting the entirety of our attention there!  Paul is not telling us to cast aside 

all care and wander listlessly in God’s peace…Paul is telling us that when this life gets the best 

of us – and it will – the path to knowing the true peace of God in the face of turmoil is to set our 

hearts, our minds, and our lives on God!  No divided attention.  No sights pulled to the worries of 

the world.  No praying to God about this while trying to figure out that.  No – just a faith-filled 

focus on the God who brings us that peace. 

 

In other words, going back to where we began, Paul is telling us that path to the peace that God 

can bring is not SAYING that it is well, but KNOWING it.  Knowing that this God, who feeds 
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the birds and beautifies the lilies – this God who can make a cluster of trees look like that – will 

be there in every moment with a peace and a calm that we could never create for ourselves.  And, 

knowing that, if the moment arises in which that anxiety begins to get the best of us, it is because 

we’ve allowed our attention to be pulled asunder. 

 

As I look out at the extraordinary landscape that is 2020, I can’t help but imagine that our sights 

are just about as divided as they’ve ever been.  We have quarantines pulling us this way…at-

home schooling pulling us that way…masks pushing us another…elections yanking us over 

here…Supreme Court appointments thrusting us there…social injustices drawing us over…  I 

don’t know that there has been a time, at least in my adult life, in which there have been this 

many life-altering points of focus distorting our views all at the same time.  And, I won’t speak 

for you, but I’ve most certainly had my share of moments in which that troubled anxiety was 

very much my reality.  And, I have to say, it didn’t seem to matter how much I’d remind myself 

that I didn’t need to feel that way – it didn’t matter how much I said that I needed not to know 

that strain – because I still did. 

 

In these words of Paul and that slight alteration of that classic hymn, however, I’ve been 

reminded of a different path to try – a new tool of our faith employ.  It’s not a question of saying 

that all is well.  It’s a question of knowing it.  It’s a question of meeting that moment with the 

confidence of faith that allows me to fully set aside all of those blinding distractions that pull me 

asunder, to set my sights entirely on God, to proclaim, ‘You have taught me to know, it is well,’ 

and, in doing so, to experience again the wonder of that peace that only God can provide. 

 

Amen. 
 

 


