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ANXIETY & 
STRESS



CIRCLE 01/04: WHEN ANXIETY ATTACKS    

What is the most annoying sound you’ve ever heard? 

A little speaker in your mind probably played the sound of squealing breaks, loud 
chewing, nails on a chalkboard, or country music. Those are all irritating, but they 
aren’t even close to the worst sound on Earth. That award goes to the sound of a cat 
begging for food. It blows me away how a cat’s purr is so adorable while its cry for 
attention is so aggressive.  


On a muggy summer night, the blood-curdling sound of a hungry cat pierced the 
silence of my lazy Saturday evening. “Shoot, I forgot to feed Blue,” I mumbled to 
myself. Blue is the name of my cat. I snapped the metal tab off the cat food can, and 
the pungent smell of fish filled my kitchen. I swung open the screen door. The summer 
heat made my glasses fog up as I dropped the can onto the concrete. I looked down, 
screamed, and then ran back inside. Why? There was a massive copperhead snake 
curled up right next to Blue’s supper.  


Southerners are trained to fear snakes from a young age, especially this kind. 
Copperheads aren’t cute little garden snakes. They are murder ropes. Just the sight of 
that one sent chills down my spine, and not just on that night, but for weeks. I couldn't 
sleep soundly for over 15 days because I kept imagining that serpent somehow 
sneaking into my house. Whenever my mind drifted, it wandered to fearful thoughts 
about my snake roommate. Those were foolish thoughts because what would make a 
snake decide to move-in with me? It was unlikely, but that didn’t mean it didn’t trigger 
severe stress for me.  


Sometimes we stress over silly things like reptile roommates, but sometimes it’s much 
more serious. We can’t sleep. We can’t focus. We can’t collect our thoughts. Our 
nerves can make us sick to our stomachs. Our anxiety can make us hyperventilate. We 
just want the madness in our minds to stop.  


Anxiety is a bully. By using the magic of your imagination, anxiety can make your heart 
race and your palms sweat. It transforms simple tasks into mammoth responsibilities. It 
encourages us to put off responsibility for months until even starting the task seems 
impossible. It makes us lie awake all night thinking about past mistakes or the worst-
case scenario for the future.  
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Anxiety rears its ugly head when we face stress at school, conflict within personal 
relationships, pain from past experiences, fear about a future event, or even just a 
general sense of uncertainty. We know how it starts, but how do we make it stop?  


READ: Philippians 4:6-7  
“Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with 
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends 
all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 

  

Paul wrote this letter to his lifelong friends living in Philippi. This letter is one of Paul’s 
most personal writings, as he longs to visit his church family. They are experiencing 
emotional turmoil as the culture around them dramatically shifts. It’s possible the 
church is working through a collective trauma. Regardless, they’re suffering, so Paul 
wants to help his hurting friends. You can sense the sorrow in this Scripture as these 
dear friends may never see each other again. Why? Because Paul is writing this 
passage from a prison cell.  


It’s a staggering parallel when we realize Paul gives us the ingredients for inner-peace 
while he’s literally imprisoned. His advice is two-fold. When anxiety attacks, we have 
two weapons:  


Prayer: It Connects Us to the Present  
Wait, is Paul just saying to pray the pain away? This verse can come across as an 
oversimplification of a complex problem. While it may seem too easy or obvious, 
prayer is a pivotal step towards peace. Lay your burdens, concerns, and fears before 
God. Give God the pain of the past and the uncertainty of the future.  


Prayer is powerful because it brings you into the present moment. It’s not just 
theologically sound— it’s psychologically sound too. In counseling textbooks, this is 
called “grounding.” This process allows us to stabilize our stress reaction by 
connecting with the present moment. It brings us out of our heads and into our current 
surroundings.  


Here is a powerful, practical, and prayerful grounding exercise to try next time 
your stress skyrockets. It’s based on the popular 5-4-3-2-1 grounding tactic used in 
clinical therapy.  


• Take a deep breath. Then name FIVE things you can see around you.  

• Take a deep breath. Then name FOUR things you can hear, smell, or touch.  

• Take another deep breath. Then name THREE things you are thankful for today.  

• Take a deep breath. Then name TWO character traits of God.  

• Finally, ask God to bring you peace into this ONE present moment. Don’t get 

caught up in the future or the past. Just focus on connecting with God here and 
now.   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Thanksgiving: It Gives Us Confidence for the Future 

Thanksgiving is way bigger than a holiday with turkey, football, and pie. It should be a 
daily rhythm within your routine, especially when facing anxiety. When stress strikes, 
count things you’re thankful for. Some days you may only be able to come up with a 
roof over your head and some snacks in your cupboard, but that’s a great place to 
start. Thanksgiving reminds us that God provided in the past, and He’ll continue to 
provide in the future. Gratitude will help you contextualize the past, connect with peace 
in the present, and cultivate optimism for the future.  


Prayer and thanksgiving offer us a path to inner-peace. It’s something every human 
craves, but few actually encounter. Authentic peace is life-changing. Peace happens 
when we are set free from our stress, worry, and uncertainty. It’s not based on our 
surroundings. It’s based on our standing with God. Prayer connects us to God’s 
presence, and God’s presence is our source of peace.  


God’s peace is a present. Just like any gift, you need to be present to receive it. Invite 
God into your stress and your mess. God will give you peace. 


IMPORTANT:  
If you’re suffering from severe anxiety, seek professional help. It’s okay to walk through life with the help of Jesus and 
a counselor. For more information, turn to pages 12-13. 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TALK IT OUT  
Go through these questions with your circle. Be honest. Be open. Talk through the tough stuff.  

Q1: What’s your least favorite sound in the world? 

Q2: How would you define anxiousness?  

Q3: What happens in your mind when you become anxious? 

Q4: How can prayer help you battle anxious feelings in your mind? 

Q5: How can thanksgiving help you battle anxious feelings in your mind? 

Q6: Think about something that has been causing you stress or anxiety. When those 
feelings begin to arise, what can you do to remind yourself to pray and be thankful 
instead of letting your thoughts spiral out of control?  


READING PLAN  
READ THESE PASSAGES IN ORDER EVERY DAY 
John 9:13-34 

1 John 5:1-12 
1 John 5: 12-21 

Psalm 71:15-16 

Mark 5:1-20 

Psalm 22:19-31 

1 John 1:2-3 


 

Do the following with each passage: 

ASK– God to connect with you here. In prayer, start by slowing down and inviting God to be present. 
Begin with focus and openness to see what God has for you today. 

READ– the selected section of Scripture slowly. Take note of the words and phrases that intrigue you, 
reading them a second time if necessary. 

REFLECT– on what grabs you. How does this passage personally relate to your own life and 
experiences? 

RESPOND– to the Scripture. Speak directly to God about what’s on your mind and heart. Look for ways 
to live out what you’ve uncovered.
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CIRCLE 02/04: HOW TO TRANSFORM YOUR THINKING 

Do you constantly worry about the worst-case scenario?  

Do you often feel nervous or worried for no apparent reason?  

Do you judge yourself harshly?  

Does making a decision send you into a downward-spiral?  

Do you completely avoid something to the point where starting again seems 
staggering?  


If you answered yes to any of these, then you’re familiar with stress and anxiety. That’s 
okay. It’s natural. However, severe stress has the power to become debilitating and life-
altering. We all deal with anxiety to some degree, so it’s pivotal that we learn how to 
recognize, reset, and redirect our anxious thought patterns.  


Anxiety is how our brain deals with danger. Your endocrine system creates dozens of 
different hormones designed to serve as chemical messengers to your brain. There is a 
powerful little hormone called cortisol. It’s released when your brain senses danger. 
Ultimately, cortisol is good at keeping you alive. It makes your heart rate rise, injects 
glucose into your muscles, pinpoints pain, and heightens your senses. Cortisol 
prevents you from walking into oncoming traffic, eating a flaming marshmallow, 
climbing onto a dangerous cliff, or playing with a poisonous snake. 


Except, here is the problem: stress isn’t supposed to be our default setting. You can’t 
live off cortisol. God doesn’t want these stress chemicals surfing through your body all 
the time. It’s harmful. However, constant negative thinking makes these chemicals flow 
freely. Our brains are not great at distinguishing authentic threats over imaginary 
threats. Thus, our thoughts can trigger the same reaction as a real life-or-death 
situation. If you imagine a threat, then your body will react like it’s real. This is why 
stressful thinking can make you sick, and negative thoughts can keep you in bed all 
day.  


God doesn’t want that for you, so it’s important that you transform your thinking.  


READ: Philippians 4:8-9  
“Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or 
praiseworthy—think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received or 
heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with 
you.” 


As Paul lays out the pathway to peace for his friends in Phillipi, he encourages them to 
break negative thought patterns. He encourages them to replace negative thoughts 
with positive virtues. “Whatever is true, noble, pure, right, admirable and lovely — 
think on these things,” Paul elaborates. This passage offers a replacement for mental 
torment. We stop stressful thoughts by focusing on virtues. We can’t just reject them; 
we must redirect them. The virtues listed in Philippians Four should make up a filter for 
a healthy thought life.  
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Here is a breakdown of the virtues to use as a filter:  
True: This means reliable and honest. We often fill our minds with lies, accusations, 
and worst-case scenarios. Paul encourages us to focus on what we know to be true 
and that alone. Stress is a waste of imagination.  


Noble: This means something that’s worthy of respect. Don’t disrespect yourself and 
fill your mind with self-destructive thoughts. Focus on what’s noble and respectful— of 
others and yourself.  


Right and Pure: These focus on honoring God and others. Actively fight the urge to fill 
your mind with unrighteous and impure thoughts. Rather, think on what’s right and 
pure. If you wouldn’t want someone to read it, don’t think it.  


Admirable and Lovely: These are things that are pleasing or enjoyable. This simply 
means to think of things that make you happy. Don’t sweat the small stuff; rather, focus 
on all the amazing things around you. From puppies to pizza, there is so much that’s 
wonderful in our world.  


It’s easy to blame stress on outward circumstances like relationships, school, or 
money. However, those things didn’t cause your stress. They merely triggered it. Your 
stress started between your ears. A positive life starts with positive thoughts. Notice 
Paul didn’t just say, “Stop negative thoughts.” He suggested that we redirect them. 
Don’t just reject negative thoughts; redirect them.  


Reject the chaos of worry, and redirect your thoughts to the peace found in God. Be 
still.  

Reject critical self-talk, and redirect your thoughts to the love and affirmation of God. 
Show yourself the same compassion God shows you. Be kind. 

Reject negativity, and redirect your your thoughts to all the amazing blessings God has 
put before you. Be thankful.  


If you want to change your life, change your thinking. Center your thoughts on God. 
Reject the negative, and redirect towards the positive.  


IMPORTANT:  
If you’re suffering from severe anxiety, seek professional help. It’s okay to walk through life with the help of Jesus and 
a counselor.  For more information, turn to pages 12-13.  
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TALK IT OUT  
Go through these questions with your circle. Be honest. Be open. Talk through the tough stuff.  

Q1: Over the past week, have your thoughts been more stressful or virtuous?  

Q2: How do your thoughts impact other aspects of your life (words, actions, 
relationships, etc.)?  

Q3: Why do you think God cares so much about your thought life?  

Q4: Why is it important to not only reject negative thoughts but also to redirect them?  

Q5: What are common negative thoughts in your life or the lives of your peers? What 
virtue can you remember to redirect your thoughts in a godly direction?  

Q6: What can you do this week to begin rejecting and redirecting negative thoughts?  


READING PLAN  
READ THESE PASSAGES IN ORDER EVERY DAY 
Matthew 28:18-20

1 Timothy 2:1-6 

Philippians 3:4-17 

Philippians 4:12-13 

Matthew 6:9-13 

Matthew 6:25-27 

Exodus 16:1-3 

Esther 4:14 


Do the following with each passage: 

ASK– God to connect with you here. In prayer, start by slowing down and inviting God to be present. 
Begin with focus and openness to see what God has for you today. 

READ– the selected section of Scripture slowly. Take note of the words and phrases that intrigue you, 
reading them a second time if necessary. 

REFLECT– on what grabs you. How does this passage personally relate to your own life and 
experiences? 

RESPOND– to the Scripture. Speak directly to God about what’s on your mind and heart. Look for ways 
to live out what you’ve uncovered. 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CIRCLE 03/04:  FIGHTING NEGATIVE FEELINGS  
“What’s wrong?” 

“I don’t know.” 


This is such a frustrating conversation. I texted my friend when I was feeling anxious 
and wanted someone to talk to. I was sad; my mind was racing; my heart felt heavy; I 
couldn’t talk without my eyes welling up with tears. She asked me what was wrong, 
and I truly didn’t have an answer. Nothing devastating had happened that day, yet I just 
felt off. I tried to put it into words, but there was no logical reason for me to be feeling 
so bad. Somehow without anything going drastically wrong, I was left feeling like 
nothing could go right. 


Anxiety doesn’t need a clear cause to be real. Our minds have a way of turning one 
negative feeling into a negative thought process that grows into a negative perspective 
on life altogether. This causes unrest deep in our souls until everything we feel, think 
about, and see becomes negative. 


God doesn’t want you to live with a troubled heart that is weighed down by negativity 
and anxiousness. 


READ John 14:25-27 
“All this I have spoken while still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I 
have said to you. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as 
the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”


Jesus spoke these words to His disciples soon before He was crucified. They were 
sorrowful, and their hearts were deeply troubled because Jesus had just revealed that 
He would be leaving them. The disciples left everything they knew to follow Jesus, 
so this was confusing and life-altering news. Jesus begins to comfort them by 
saying, “Do not let your hearts be troubled” (14:1) and then eventually explains that He 
will be giving them supernatural peace and guidance, even when He is not physically 
on Earth any longer. 


God has given us "an advocate" to remind us of everything that Jesus has taught us. 
This advocate, or supporter, is the Holy Spirit. When you become a Christian, God 
sends the Holy Spirit to live inside your heart and guide you. God’s presence is 
continuously with you through the Holy Spirit, and He can calm your troubled heart. 


Negative feelings tend to spiral out of control.  

Your alarm goes off… you feel annoyed.  

You think about what you have to do today… you feel discontent. 

You lay in bed and scroll through IG… you feel left out.  

You make your way to the bathroom and look in the mirror… you feel insecure.  

Before you even get dressed, your mind has the power to develop a negative thought 
process that will undoubtedly influence the rest of your day.  
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God has given us the Holy Spirit to remind us of everything that He has spoken to 
us.   

Your alarm goes off… you can feel hopeful because God never runs out of fresh starts 
for you (Lamentations 3:22-23). 


You think about what you have to do today… you can feel motivated that everything 
you do serves a purpose when it’s done for the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31).  


You lay in bed and scroll through TikTok… you can feel empathetic and determined to 
encourage a friend in need (1 Thess. 5:11). 


You make your way to the bathroom and look in the mirror… you can feel empowered 
by God who says you are beautifully and wonderfully made (Psalm 139:14).  


Anxiety speaks negativity into your mind, but the Holy Spirit reveals truth and hope. 
Whichever voice you listen to will influence your feelings. Jesus gifts every Christian 
with the Holy Spirit because He wants you to experience supernatural peace in your 
heart. Draw near to God through prayer and mediation, giving the Holy Spirit the 
chance to speak to you. You might not hear the audible voice of God, but you very well 
might feel something. These are the feelings that God wants to influence your thoughts 
and actions. These feelings are rooted in your faith in God’s promises. God’s voice is 
full of hope, peace, and truth. Regardless of your circumstances or past patterns of 
negative feelings, your mind can be transformed by the Holy Spirit. 


IMPORTANT:  
If you’re suffering from severe anxiety, seek professional help. It’s okay to walk through life with the help of Jesus and 
a counselor.  For more information, turn to pages 12-13. 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TALK IT OUT  
Go through these questions with your circle. Be honest. Be open. Talk through the tough stuff.  

Q1: Who do you enjoy talking to when you’re feeling upset? Why? 

Q2: When you are feeling upset, what actions do you usually take? 

Q3: What do you think God wants you to do when you are feeling down? 

Q4: How would you describe the Holy Spirit? 

Q5: What can you do to begin opening yourself up to hear from the Holy Spirit? 

Q6: What can you do this week to focus on fueling faith-filled feelings from the Holy 
Spirit instead of fueling negative feelings?  


READING PLAN  
READ THESE PASSAGES IN ORDER EVERY DAY 
Matthew 3:1—4:11 

John 2:1–11 
John 4:1–26 
Luke 4:14–30 

Luke 5:1–11 

Matthew 9:9–13 7 

Psalm 22 1-8 


Do the following with each passage: 

ASK– God to connect with you here. In prayer, start by slowing down and inviting God to be present. 
Begin with focus and openness to see what God has for you today. 

READ– the selected section of Scripture slowly. Take note of the words and phrases that intrigue you, 
reading them a second time if necessary. 

REFLECT– on what grabs you. How does this passage personally relate to your own life and 
experiences? 

RESPOND– to the Scripture. Speak directly to God about what’s on your mind and heart. Look for ways 
to live out what you’ve uncovered.
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CIRCLE 04/04: LET’S HAVE A SERIOUS TALK  
“It’s okay to not be okay,” my counselor recites while she slides me a box of tissues. I 
frequently find myself here, crying while visiting the office of my therapist. We sit 
together, talking about places where my present circumstances reverberate from past 
trauma. These sessions are both simultaneously challenging and freeing.


I am a huge advocate of working with psychology professionals. Some people might 
find this strange. Why would a pastor see a psychiatrist? Can’t he just pray the pain 
away? Is his faith that weak? Why won’t God just heal him?  


All of these questions reveal a prejudice that needs to be destroyed. Struggling with 
your mental health doesn’t have to mean you’re struggling with your spiritual health.  


WHEN TO SEEK PROFESSIONAL HELP  
We need to work together to stop the stigma associated with receiving professional 
help. Some people need to work through life with the help of Jesus and a doctor. That’s 
okay. Some people need both prayer and prescriptions. That’s okay too.  


Some of us can deal with our anxiety and stress with healthy spiritual and physical 
habits. Others have an actual chemical imbalance within their body where their stress 
messengers are constantly sending false signals to their brain. They need people on 
their team to help fight that battle. Anxiety and depression go much further than 
nervousness and sadness. For some people, these feelings can be debilitating.  


Which leads us to the critical question of when is it time to seek professional help?  


The American Psychological Association suggests professional therapy when 
emotional anguish begins to cause distress and interfere with life. This is particularly 
important when:  
1

• Your issues have caused a decrease in your overall quality of life.  

• Your thoughts are negatively affecting school, work, or your relationships.  

• Coping and grounding take a lot of time.  

• You're using substances to help cope with pain or emotional turmoil.  

• You’re experiencing physical symptoms from emotional sources. These physical 

symptoms can include panic attacks, trouble seeing, or extreme fatigue.   

If you fall into any of these categories, seek out professional health.  


OKAY. IT’S NOT THAT BAD. WHEN SHOULD I SEEK HELP? 
The short answers is now. You don’t just go to the doctor when your leg is broken. You 
go for physicals, follow-ups, and check-ups. Most of us don’t need to see a 
professional, but that doesn’t mean we don’t require the occasional check-up. Get in 

 How do I know if I need therapy? (2017, July 31). American Psychological Association.1
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the habit of talking to a counselor, trusted pastor, or mentor about your emotional 
health. Do this often and openly.  


Here are some signs that you’re long overdue for a mental health check-up:  
• You are feeling less motivated.  

• You’re having a hard time getting excited about anything.  

• You’re still angry, sad, or hurt about something that happened a long time ago.  

• You’re staying in bed for extended periods of time.  

• You’ve lost your sense of interest.  

• You feel as though no one cares for you.  

• You find yourself crying more often than usual.   

You will face stress and anxiety in your life. Don’t suffer in silence. Your first step is to 
speak up. No one should have to suffer depression alone. No one should have to walk 
through loss in isolation. God doesn’t intend for you to go through your struggles solo. 
There are an abundance of amazing resources, pastors, and counselors that can help 
you.  

  

Reach out. Speaking up is hard, but it’s the first step towards healing.  


IN A CRISIS?  
National Suicide Hotline: 1-800-273-8255 

Mental Health Hotline: Text HOME to 741741 to connect with a crisis counselor.  


CIRCLES DISCUSSION GUIDE �13 @STUDENT_CIRCLES


