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Jesus and Stress: Lessons from the Incarnation 
 
In my 30-plus years of working with clients from all walks of life, a wide 
range of ages, and a large variety of life circumstances, one topic seems to 
come up repeatedly.   
 
That is the topic of Stress.   
 
The language and terminology that various clients use might vary, but the 
concern is consistent.    
 
They say things like, “I feel like everyone wants something from me—my 
husband, my children, my mother, my church—and I just can’t do it all.  I 
am frustrated, angry, and just plain tired of helping people!”   Others will 
say they are burned out, tired, resentful, angry, guilty or anxious.   Maybe 
this sounds like you at times—maybe even as you read this.  When we feel 
this way, the basic questions we seem to be asking are:  
 
 How can I find a balance between taking care of others, and taking care of 
myself?  
 
 How can we avoid selfishness, yet still be concerned with self-preservation?  
 
 Too often, Christians see just about any effort to care for or look after 
themselves as necessarily selfish, and very un-Christ-like.  Yet we will admit, 
if we are honest, that we can also end up feeling like this—and we often 
call the whole thing “stress”. 
 
In Paul’s letter to the Philippians, he frames the issue for us this way, in Ch. 
2:3-4 

3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 
others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you should look not only to your 
own interests, but also to the interests of others.  
 
When we look at this passage, the most obvious point of course is that we 
are called to be humble and look after the needs of other people. 



3 

 

  Most Christians are quite familiar with this call.  However, within this call 
for humility, we see an important detail: Paul assumes that we are already 
taking care of ourselves.  He assumes that we are taking care of our own 
interests or responsibilities.  This assumption serves as the starting point 
for what he is telling us.   
We could paraphrase Paul by saying that our challenge is to learn how to 
balance our interests and the interests of others. 
 
To lay the groundwork for handling this challenge, consider this fact: We all 
have several personal resources on which to draw.  These are all limited in 
some way, each of them needs replenishment from time to time, and are 
all useful and important.  We all have these personal resources: 

Time   

         Money      

Energy (physical, emotional, spiritual) 

           Attention 

Physical presence 

 

Let’s look at each of these resources. 

Time, for example is clearly a limited resource.  We are aware that no 
matter how much we want to do, we only have 24 hours in a day in which 
to do it.  We can use those 24 hours as we choose, but we can’t create 
more of it…..not even with Daylight Savings Time!  

 

Money is also an important resource, which, for most of us, is limited.  We 
can spend the money we have in many different ways, but once it is spent, 
we need to earn more in some way.  The limited nature of money is most 
obvious when we write a check on our account, which exceeds our balance.  
We bounce the check.  Even if we borrow money to buy a car or a house, 
we are simply delaying payment—we still are required to earn the money, 
or generate it through investments of some kind.  

 



4 

 

Energy is a limited resource, which we sometimes pretend is unlimited.  We 
wear ourselves out working, helping, even playing, and then we discover 
that we are tired, or sick, or burned out.   

Then we realize that we have done the energy equivalent of bouncing a 
check—we’ve overspent our resources and now we need to catch up again.  
This over-spending of our energy resource can show up as illness, as 
tiredness, as irritability, or feelings of depression.  

 

Two resources, which at first are not self-evident, are nonetheless 
important to consider.  The first is Attention.  By this I mean that we can 
generally pay attention to only one thing at a time.  Granted, we can do 
several things at once when some are nearly automatic, such as driving a 
car, eating a sandwich, and talking to a friend.  But we are still limited to 
one thing at a time when it comes to really paying attention.  In recent 
years, as cell phone use has become commonplace, there is a lot of 
discussion about distracted driving.  Here in Minnesota, there is a current 
debate in the legislature about what the guidelines should be when it 
comes to cell phone while driving.  Is it OK to text? Is it ok if it is a voice-
activated text?  Is it acceptable to use a hands-free device for calling?  The 
concern really boils down to concern that we are not really able to 
effectively divide our attention, and sometimes that can cause accidents. 

 This is also true when we are not driving. You can probably remember the 
last time you were on the phone, and someone in the same room was also 
trying to talk to you.  You are forced to choose to attend to one or the 
other, or you’ll probably miss them both.  As we become more tied to our 
devices, this can become even more obvious! 

When my children were younger, they made it clear that they were quite 
aware that I have this limitation.  If I would be reading a book or a 
magazine, and they wanted me to listen to them, they generally put 
themselves between me and the page—to make sure I attended to what 
they are saying.  One of the five also discovered that it didn’t always work 
to call “Dad”, since everyone in household called me that.  Apparently, he 
observed how it worked better for my wife to call me “Steve”.  So, he 
developed that pattern of trying “dad” once or twice and then, if he didn’t 
get the response he was looking for, would say “STEVE!”  
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This limitation of our ability to pay attention seems to be the motivation of 
Jesus’ disciples in the story of Jesus and the little children, found in Luke 18: 
15-17 (NIV).   

 15 People were also bringing babies to Jesus for him to place his hands on 
them. When the disciples saw this, they rebuked them. 16 But Jesus called 
the children to him and said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not 
hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. 17 Truly I tell 
you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will 
never enter it.”    

Here, the disciples didn’t want Jesus to have to divide his attention, and 
they thought the children were an unnecessary distraction.  Jesus thought 
otherwise! 

Physical presence, the fifth resource, refers to the simple fact that you can 
only be in one place at one time.  If you are sitting at your computer 
reading this, you can’t be sleeping or watching football.  Even Jesus was 
limited this way.  When he arrived in Bethany after Lazarus had died, 
Martha said, ‘If only you had been here.”  She was sadly aware of this 
limitation, which meant that Jesus had been unavailable to heal her brother 
of his illness. 

 

The key point in managing these limited resources is that is it really a 
question of stewardship.  That is, we have choices in how to use or spend 
our God-given resources, and we are called to make those choices wisely, 
as good stewards. 

As we lay this groundwork, consider also that life can at times be like two 
different races.  Life can be a marathon, and it can be a sprint.  For sports 
fans and athletes, this calls to mind both the longest, and the shortest of 
track races.  The marathon is a grueling run, 26 miles, 385 yards.  The best 
runners complete it in two to three hours.  Sprints, which are measured in 
yards or meters, are short, explosive, all-out efforts lasting sometimes less 
than 10 seconds.  For most of us, most of the time, life is a marathon—it is 
a long race, which requires us to keep a good pace—not too fast and not 
too slow.  We need to know our limitations and monitor how we are doing 
so we can continue running the race day after day.   



6 

 

Sometimes, life is a sprint, where we are called upon to make an all-out 
effort, sparing no resource, for a short time.  For example, child-rearing is a 
marathon, which goes on for years.  (If you ask some parents, they’ll say it 
can go on for thirty or forty years…. Or more!)  We pace ourselves, trying to 
maintain our effort through childhood.  In contrast, child delivery is a sprint.  
As any mother will tell you, once the process starts, you can’t quit until it’s 
over!  You continue even though you are tired, or the hour is late, or even if 
the mother has not yet arrived at the delivery room!   

When I work with people in counseling, it is fairly common that after 
discussing resources, marathons and sprints, they are open to looking at 
their own lives in light of these realities.  Some, however, will raise an 
objection: is this Christ-like?  To them it may seem that Jesus, unlike us, 
seemed to take time to care for every person, at every opportunity, 
without limit and without exception.  A closer look at Scripture reveals a 
different picture: Jesus made choices about how to use his resources—and 
most of his life was a marathon.  And if we look at these, we learn some 
important…   

…….Lessons From the Incarnation! 

 

Specifically, Jesus made choices about how to recharge and prepare 
himself.  

First, he recharged by spending time alone.  In Luke 4:42, we read that:  

42 At daybreak Jesus went out to a solitary place.  

Most of us find, just as Jesus apparently did, that even the most sociable 
and extraverted people need some time to be alone, to think and pray, 
without other people around to relate to. 

Second, Jesus recharged and prepared through prayer.  In Luke 6:12 we 
read: 
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12 One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent 
the night praying to God. 1 

The section of Luke’s gospel that follows these verses describes how Jesus 
went out and chose the twelve disciples, and then he went down and 
preached to a large crowd. Jesus knew, as we must know, that there must 
be a balance between recharging ourselves, such as He did through prayer, 
and doing God’s work of service to others.   

There are similar examples, such as Matt 14:22-23: 

22 Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead 
of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd. 23 After he had 
dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. 

Another example is in Luke 8:22 where we read: 

 
22 One day Jesus said to his disciples, “Let’s go over to the other side of the 
lake.” So they got into a boat and set out. 2 

 

Most preachers or teachers, presented with such a captive audience, would 
probably take that opportunity to teach a lesson or preach a sermon—at 
least have a discussion to see how the students were learning the lessons.  
But Jesus, apparently having other needs at the time, did a surprising thing: 
Luke tells us in v. 23:  

23 As they sailed, he fell asleep. A squall came down on the lake, so that the 
boat was being swamped, and they were in great danger.  
 
No sermon, no lesson, no tests, no talk.   Jesus took a nap! 
 
Remember that Jesus only had normal human limitations to deal with.  We, 
on the other hand, not only have those, but also the cost and burden of sin 
in our lives. 

                                                 

1The New International Version, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House) 

1984. 

2The New International Version, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House) 

1984. 
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  Without sin, but being fully human, Jesus still needed to rest and recharge 
in order to keep a steady pace in his marathon of life.  He did this by 
spending time alone, time in prayer, and time resting. 
 
 
So, we can find the first of five principles, lessons from the incarnation, 
which we can apply in our own lives: 
 
Principle #1: We must take time to recharge ourselves physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually.  This recharging takes resources such as time, 
attention, physical presence, and energy. 
 
We can discover the second principle by looking again at Luke 4:42, along 
with the verses which follow.  Remember that in verse 42, Luke tells us that 
Jesus had gone away to be alone.  He continues:  

42 At daybreak Jesus went out to a solitary place. The people were looking 
for him and when they came to where he was, they tried to keep him from 
leaving them. 43 But he said, “I must preach the good news of the kingdom 
of God to the other towns also, because that is why I was sent.” 44 And he 
kept on preaching in the synagogues of Judea.  
3 
Once again, Jesus does the unexpected.  How many preachers or teachers 
would turn down an audience or congregation that had followed him up 
into the hills, and begged him to preach and teach some more?  Yet, Jesus 
had a clear sense of purpose.  It would not have been a bad thing to preach 
to those who had sought him out.  But it was THEIR urgency, desire, and 
purpose, and not his.  So he tells them he has to move on, and leaves them 
disappointed.  From this story we can glean our second principle: 
 
Principle #2:  We must be clear about our purpose and call in life, and 
spend our resources accordingly. 
 
For example, I am called to raise and support my family—but I am not 
generally called to take care of anyone else’s.  

                                                 

3The New International Version, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House) 

1984. 
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 There are circumstances in which people take on the responsibilities of 
other families, and we may for a short time look after other people’s 
children.  But in general, our parental calling and purpose is limited to our 
own families.  

 Likewise, most of us have had someone insist that WE are the answer to 
their immediate problem, even though we have no responsibility, or any 
particular calling in that area.  We will find ourselves in trouble if we give in 
to the demands of others and do things that are on their agenda but not on 
ours.  Like Jesus, we must be clear about God’s purpose and call on our 
lives.  Paul also understood this and listened closely to the voice of the Holy 
Spirit.  We read this account in Acts 16:6-10: 

 
6 Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and 
Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the 
province of Asia. 7 When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to 
enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. 8 So they 
passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. 9 During the night Paul had a 
vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, “Come over to 
Macedonia and help us.” 10 After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at 
once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach 
the gospel to them.  
 
Paul illustrates for us that our own ideas, and even circumstances, can lead 
us astray—not necessarily into sin, but off on a tangent, or perhaps a wild 
goose chase.  Paul desired to go only where the Spirit led him, and to refuse 
to go where he was forbidden.  By doing so, Paul and his companions spent 
their limited resources only in those efforts that were consistent with God’s 
leading, purpose, and call. 
 
Jesus demonstrated a related principle in John 6:15.  John writes that after 
Jesus fed the 5000,  

15 Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, 
withdrew again to a mountain by himself.  
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Actually, the crowds were half-right: Jesus would indeed be the king.  But 
their means and timing were all wrong.  We can state this third principle in 
this way: 
 
Principle #3: In the service of our purpose and calling, we need to spend 
resources at the proper time, and invest them using the proper means or 
method. 
 
A negative example would be where someone has a political disagreement 
with another person or group, and to express that, assaults someone 
physically.  The proper way is to work to communicate, persuade, change 
minds, or change laws.   
 
In contrast, Jesus knew that the only means or method that would fulfill his 
calling was his death on the cross as a ransom for sinners.  He resisted any 
other plan, whether it came from Satan during the temptation, from the 
crowds, or even one of his disciples.  Matthew 16: 21-23 recounts the 
incident: 
 
21 From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he 

must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the 

elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must 

be killed and on the third day be raised to life. 

22 Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he 

said. “This shall never happen to you!” 

23 Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a 

stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God, 

but merely human concerns.” 

 
These first three principles apply especially to the long marathon of life, 
where we must know when to push and when to rest or take it easy, so we 
have something left for the long haul.   
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The final two principles apply to the sprints of life. 
 
In Luke 9:59-62, we read:  

59 He said to another man, “Follow me.”  
But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  
60 Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and 
proclaim the kingdom of God.”  
61 Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say 
good-by to my family.”  
62 Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit 
for service in the kingdom of God.”  
 
There are times when, at a given moment, the Lord calls us to do 
something, and nothing else can stand in the way.  These are often in a 
crisis or emergency.  Or, as in the passage above, it is a call for an 
immediate response to follow the leading of the Lord.  In these times, we 
spend our energy and other resources quite freely, even to the extent of 
going into “debt”.   
 
This principle was demonstrated some years ago by an incredible man I 
knew.  He was a detective on the Minneapolis police force.  While on duty, 
he answered a call to a traffic accident.  When he arrived, he found a man 
pinned in a station wagon, which had hit a truck.  The car was starting to 
burn, and several attempts to put it out with fire extinguishers failed.  
Risking his own life, the detective grabbed the man and pulled as hard as he 
could, trying to get him clear of the burning car.  He pulled with so much 
force that he actually tore the tendons in his wrist and forearm.  
Unfortunately, even that effort was not enough to save the man.  My point 
is that the effort itself cost the detective something—he still has trouble 
with that arm.  And it could have cost him his life if the flames had suddenly 
engulfed him, or if the car had exploded.   For him, this was one of those 
sprints in life, where you work and do everything you possibly can, without 
pacing yourself. 
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These preceding examples illustrate the fourth principle: 
Principle #4: We must be prepared to spend our resources unexpectedly, 
and perhaps extravagantly, on those occasions where the Spirit prompts 
us to do so, or where our responsibility or duty call for it. 
 
For three years, Jesus ran a marathon, pacing himself, taking time to 
recharge, and making decisions about how to use his limited resources.  On 
some occasions he sprinted, pressing on even though he got tired.  But at 
the end of his life, he was prepared for an all-out sprint, where all his 
resources would be spent, until he died.  
 
 Our fifth and final principle is this: 
 
Principle #5: Sometimes God calls us to hold nothing back, but to spend 
our resources until they are exhausted.  On those occasions, we must be 
prepared to die. 
 
In Acts 21:10-14, we read how Paul demonstrated this principle.  We read: 

10 After we had been there  (in Caesarea) a number of days, a prophet 
named Agabus came down from Judea. 11 Coming over to us, he took 
Paul’s belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, “The Holy Spirit 
says, ‘In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and 
will hand him over to the Gentiles.’”  
12 When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to 
go up to Jerusalem. 13 Then Paul answered, “Why are you weeping and 
breaking my heart? I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in 
Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.” 14 When he would not be 
dissuaded, we gave up and said, “The Lord’s will be done.”  
 
In our recent past we recall the example of Dietrich Bonhoeffer .  He 
returned to Germany during World War II to the virtual certainty that he 
would be arrested.  After speaking out against the Nazis, and participating 
in an unsuccessful attempt to depose Hitler, he was arrested and 
imprisoned.  He was eventually hanged, just one week before the Allied 
victory.  One who witnessed his execution said that his last act was to kneel 
in fervent prayer, a faithful witness to the Lord until the end.   
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It calls to mind the death of Stephen, praying for those who were stoning 
him, recounted in Acts 7: 
 
54 When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and 

gnashed their teeth at him. 55 But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up 

to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of 

God. 56 “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at 

the right hand of God.” 

57 At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they 

all rushed at him, 58 dragged him out of the city and began to stone 

him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man 

named Saul. 

59 While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my 

spirit.” 60 Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin 

against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep. 

 Another true story is related by David Needham: 
 
There was a little boy whose sister needed a blood transfusion.  The doctor 
explained that she had the same disease the boy had recovered from two 
years earlier.  Her only chance of recovery was a transfusion from someone 
who had previously conquered the disease.  Since the two children had the 
same rare blood type, the boy was an ideal donor.” 
 
“Would you give your blood to Mary?”  the doctor asked.  Johnny hesitated.  
His lower lip started to tremble.  The he smiled, and said “Sure, for my 
sister.” 
 
Soon the two children were wheeled into the hospital room.  Mary, pale and 
thin, Johnny, robust and healthy.  Neither spoke, but when their eyes met, 
Johnny grinned.  As the nurse inserted the needle into his arm, Johnny's 
smile faded.  He watched the blood flow through the tube.  With the ordeal 
almost over, Johnny’s voice, slightly shaky, broke the silence.  “Doctor,” he 
asked “When do I die?” 
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Only then did the doctor realize why Johnny had hesitated, why his lip had 
trembled when he agreed to donate his blood.  He thought giving his blood 
to his sister would mean giving up his life.  In that brief moment, he made 
his great decision. 
 
….From “Close to His Majesty:  A Road Map to God” 1987 
 
 
 
 
In summary, we are limited human beings with limited resources.  If we are 
to serve God throughout our lives, we need to pace ourselves as if it were a 
marathon.  We can do this by: 
1. Taking time to recharge ourselves physically, emotionally, and 

spiritually. 
2.  By being clear about God’s purpose and call in our life, and spending 

our resources accordingly 
3. By spending our resources at the proper time, and investing them using 

the proper means or method. 
 
And, at those times in which we are called to sprint: 
4. We need to be prepared to spend our resources freely, sometimes 

extravagantly.  This means we must learn to listen for and recognize the 
promptings of the Holy Spirit.  But, these times are costly, and may 
require sufficient time to recharge if we are to recover. 

5.  We may be called on to spend everything, even our very lives.  We must 
be prepared for that possibility. 

 
If we are to follow Jesus’ example, we can pace ourselves and be of service 
to God’s kingdom for all our lives, being prepared to exhaust ourselves or 
even die when the need or call is there—but to recognize whether we are 
in a marathon or in a sprint.  Because, if we don’t take care of ourselves 
when we must, during the marathons of life, we won’t be able to help 
others either.  And if we hold back when we need to sprint, we may miss a 
crucial opportunity to make a difference for God and His purposes. 
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Paul, writing to the Philippians, writes a wonderful summary of how this life 
can be lived: Philippians 1:18-27 

18 But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, 
whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I 
rejoice.  
Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, 19 for I know that through your prayers 
and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me 
will turn out for my deliverance. 20 I eagerly expect and hope that I will in 
no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always 
Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me, 
to live is Christ and to die is gain. 22 If I am to go on living in the body, this 
will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! 23 I 
am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is 
better by far; 24 but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body. 
25 Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of 
you for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that through my being with 
you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me.  
27 Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel 
of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my 
absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending as one 
man for the faith of the gospel.   
 
                                           4 
5 
 
6 
7 
8,  

                                                 

4The New International Version, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House) 
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