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Sermon “Do Not Be Afraid”

Matthew 28:1-15

After the Sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb. And suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it. His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead men. But the angel said to the women, "Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples, 'He has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him.' This is my message for you." So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. Suddenly Jesus met them and said, "Greetings!" And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshiped him.  Then Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me."  

While they were going, some of the guard went into the city and told the chief priests everything that had happened. After the priests had assembled with the elders, they devised a plan to give a large sum of money to the soldiers, telling them, "You must say, 'His disciples came by night and stole him away while we were asleep.' If this comes to the governor's ears, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble." So they took the money and did as they were directed. And this story is still told among the Jews to this day. 

[talk about sermon series: “the seven next words of Christ]

Fear runs rampant in our lives. We're afraid we might fail; we're afraid people may not like us; we're afraid that we might fall out of favor with God, we're afraid of the wrath of God, we're afraid of what people will do to us if they get angry; we're afraid of cancer, pollution, and war. These are not just superficial fears. Our fear runs deep. 
We're afraid not to be afraid, lest, in our moment of weakness, we get destroyed. We're afraid of losing our material goods. We're afraid, to even look back--lest something might be following us and gaining on us. 
When we add phobias to our list, the list gets even longer.

There is 
Peladophobia: fear of baldness and bald people. 

Chaetophobia: fear of hairy people. 

Levophobia: fear of objects on the left side of the body. 

Dextrophobia: fear of objects on the right side of the body. 

Thalassophobia: fear of being seated. 

Stabisbasiphobia: fear of standing and walking. 

Odontophobia: fear of teeth. 

Graphophobia: fear of writing in public. 

…and even Phobophobia: fear of being afraid.
These are irrational fears.

But some of our fears are rational.

The news media knows our fears—and they prey upon us
—using fear to control our moods and our actions. 

This past week, I tried to keep track of the number of times the words “fear” 

and “afraid” were spoken on the news.  I lost count.

“Fear” prevails in the Middle East, as the hope for peace grows dimmer with each passing day. 

Here in the US, the “fear” of another great depression prevails as homeowners all over the country are “afraid” of losing their jobs and homes.

As violence and fatal diseases take the lives of people all over the world, we are threatened with the most common fear of all, the fear of death.

[pause]

Now…different persons respond to fear in different ways.
It has been noted that there are three natural responses to fear:

to freeze, flee, or fight

 Many persons just freeze when they are afraid. They become stifled—unable to do anything. This response to fear can go so far as to cause a person to-cling too tightly to others, remain at home with his or her fingers on the trigger of a handgun, with 911 on the telephone speed-dial. 

[read “How to Stay Safe in the World Today.”]

But seriously, this is what many persons do when they are afraid--absolutely nothing!

[pause]

Other persons flee with they are afraid—they run away. Many a person has simply disappeared without a trace when fear overcomes them.

And still others fight back when they are afraid--becoming violent, using words and physical actions as weapons.

[pause]

The reality is—because ours is a fallen world, 
it is also an unsafe world.

So is it even possible to live fearlessly in such a place?

We parents and church leaders try our best to convince children that it is so.

We do this because we don’t want our children’s lives to be damaged by freezing, fleeing, or fighting.

But even our best efforts are not always effective.

I am reminded of the story of 5-year old Johnny, who was in the kitchen as his mother was making supper. She asked him to go into the pantry and get her a can of tomato soup, but he didn’t want to go in alone. “It’s dark in there and I’m scared.” She asked again, and he persisted. Finally she said, “It’s OK—Jesus will be in there with you.” Johnny walked hesitantly to the door and slowly opened it. He peeked inside, saw it was dark, and started to leave when all at once an idea came, and he said: 

“Jesus, if you’re in there, would you hand me that can of tomato soup?” 

So this our challenge for today--to discover ways that will help us with our fears
--ways that are helpful and constructive…


…as we call out to Jesus saying:



 “Jesus, we know that you are here, 

would you please help us not be afraid?” 
Let’s begin…
It was the first Easter morning. 
Seeing that the tomb was empty, 
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary left quickly 
to go and tell his disciples that the tomb was empty

--that Jesus Christ had been raised from the dead. 
As they were running, 
Jesus himself suddenly appeared
and said to them, "Greetings!"

Filled with fear and great joy,

the two women took hold of his feet, 
and they worshiped him.  

"Do not be afraid,” Jesus said to them,  


“go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; 

there they will see me."  

“Do not be afraid.”

We have heard these words before in Scripture.

It so happens that these exact words appear a total of 62 times in the Bible

They are spoken by military leaders, angels, and by God himself.

18 of those times are in the New Testament

--7 of them were spoken by angels

and 11 times by Jesus Christ himself. 
A quick review of these NT scriptures reminds us 

of the circumstances in which Jesus spoke these words:

how he spoke these words to the frightened disciples 

on the day a storm raged on the Sea of Tiberius, saying 

"Do not be afraid."

--and how he spoke them again on the Mount of the Transfiguration

when Peter and James and John went with Jesus up a high mountain,

where he was transfigured before them, 
and his face shone like the sun:
…how when the disciples fell on their faces, 

Jesus came and touched them, saying, 

"Get up and do not be afraid ." 

A look at Scripture also shows us how Jesus used these words 
when he spoke to his disciples 

about the upcoming persecutions they would face.
“Do not be afraid,” he said to them at that time; 

“you are of more value than many sparrows.”  

And now, in Matthew’s account of the first Easter day, 
we hear the words again.

Actually, we hear them, not once, but twice!
The first 
to say the words is that early-riser angel at the empty tomb: 
The two Marys – the Magdalene and the other
 

– have gone to the tomb at the crack of dawn. 
They arrive just in time to feel fearsome earth tremors 
and to find the tomb burst open, 
the immense stone door having been shoved aside 
and an angel sitting on top of it. 
The angel speaks to the women, saying, 
“Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified.
 He is not here, for he has been raised as he said.”  
Just as the two Marys dash off with the news, 
they encounter the Risen Christ himself. 
And then, just in case hearing it from an angel were not enough, 
Jesus tells them exactly the same thing: 
“Do not be afraid.” 

[pause]

“Do not be afraid.”

Easier said than done
—wouldn’t you agree?
And yet, if Jesus were here this morning in person,

speaking out loud to us,

he undoubtedly would say the same thing to us: 

“Do not be afraid.”

[pause]

And we would wonder: 
How is this possible?--to not be afraid
We would not be alone in asking this though
for many have asked this same question over the centuries.

Psychologists, for example, 

have come up with all kinds of techniques for overcoming fear.
Some are behavioral

—like immersion therapy, 

In which a person is forced to face his or her fears 

in the presence of a psychotherapist [ex: fear of elevators].

And some of the techniques are cognitive


--like the “vertical arrow” technique,




in which persons are encouraged to talk about their fears,




answering the question

“And what would be worse than that?”


until they have imagined 

the worst scenario possible.

Well, in my own experience as a counselor,


I have never found any of these techniques to be totally adequate.

Something huge was always missing.

And “that something” was God.

Without God’s help,


all of our attempts at overcoming fear are in vain

…because the truth is:

We need all the help we can get

from the Father, Son and Holy Spirit!

And… since Jesus would never tell us to do something that is impossible,


we know that it is possible to “not be afraid.” 
So, the challenge before us at the present time

is to find ways of overcoming fear

that work for us.
[pause]

Thankfully, through my more recent studies,

I have discovered several approaches for overcoming fear



that really do work.

And every one of them includes God.

So, I would like to share these with you now.

Please feel free to take notes if you wish:

1) The first is this:

Develop a prayerful, intimate relationship with Jesus Christ.


The closer we are to Jesus Christ, 

the less afraid we will be.


This is because Jesus knows our troubles. 
He, who also suffered,
--feels our pain…and understands our fears.
Jesus wants to help us not be afraid.
He has promised that nothing can separate us from God’s love.

    
Absolutely nothing.

2) The second approach for overcoming fear is this:

Seek inspiration from persons who have already faced it 

and conquered it.

Placing oneself among mentors 
and hearing about the experiences of others 
in whom fear has been cast out by love




help us grow in courage and love.

There is a story that illustrates this beautifully.
It’s about a woman who bravely overcame cancer

—like several of you have… 

[read story from Meetings at the Edge]
Stories like this give us inspiration so we can face our own fears 
and conquer them.
3) And this leads us to the third way to overcome fear:

Stand in solidarity with victims of injustice.

Jesus is our best example of this.

His tears show us that he was deeply moved 
by those who were hungry for food, justice, and hope.

All his life, 

he saw his people being exploited 
--repressed and oppressed

by the Roman empire. 
And he felt their pain


--the suffering of the outcasts in his society



—women, the diseased and disabled, sinners and tax collectors,


 

Samaritans, and other “aliens”





and he stood in solidarity with them







and loved them to the end.

You and I, who live this present day, 
can also stand with victims of discrimination and injustice.

 We can do this by getting to know such people on a personal level, 
and…. when we do, 

we will find ourselves also willing to stand alongside them 
and challenge those who words, actions, or policies 
are harming them. 
As we grow in love for those who are victimized, 
we will find that we are also growing in courage 
and that the spirit of fear and timidity that once gripped us

has been replaced 
by God’s awesome Spirit of power and love. 
[pause]

4) And this leads us to a fourth approach for overcoming fear:
Find a support community.

Jesus never asked people to embrace his way of living 
on their own.

When he sent his disciples out on their first missions, 
he sent them in pairs. 
This enabled them to live boldly and faithfully.
Being in a community of faith will help us overcome fear too.

There is strength in numbers…


as this illustration portrays beautifully:

[read story of the flying V]
5) . And this leads us to a fifth approach for overcoming fear, which is to

Test your limits.

When Jesus tested Peter 
by asking him to walk across the water to him, 
Peter accepted the challenge. 
Even though he became frightened and began to sink,
        at least he gave it a try.

  Similarly, 
Jesus tests our limits at times 
by inviting us to venture out into the deep waters of life
—far from our comfortable routines, 
and familiar surroundings. 

We will never know what we are capable of until we give it a try

…as one USC student did.

The story is told by  Leo Buscaglia, 

author of the book, 

Living, Loving & Learning.

[read]

When we take the courage to reach out and do these kinds of things, 
we learn that Jesus will remain with us

--in our successes and our failures. 
So…

these ways of overcoming fear are tools that can help us 
to not be afraid.

We do not have to live in fear…


The message of the resurrection teaches us this truth.

Its message is loud and clear:

That in the end, 

God is stronger than death.

Death could not keep Jesus Christ down, 

so certainly, nothing else can keep him down either.

There is a story of an early church father that illustrates this truth well.

His name was John Chrysostom.

Longing to know God better, 

he had become a hermit in the mountains near Antioch 
in A.D. 373.

In time, his zeal for reform in the church led him to Constantinople, where he was appointed patriarch.

Before long, though, his zeal antagonized the Empress Eudoxia, who had him exiled. 

Allowed to return after a short time, Chrysostom again infuriated the Empress with his zeal, and he was sent him away a second time. 
And how did Chrysostom respond to this?

 With these words: 

“What can I fear? Will it be death? You know that Christ is my life, and that I shall gain by death. Will it be exile? The earth and all its fullness are the Lord’s. Poverty I do not fear; riches I do not sigh for; and from death I do not shrink.” 

Truly, with Christ on our side, we have nothing to fear—not even death.

And this is the radical declaration of  the Easter story:
We need not live in fear, 
because God has declared once and for all 
that Divine life,

Divine love, and

Divine power, 
have outlived and outloved 
and overpowered 
all fearsome realities, 
even death.
 And Jesus says, “Do not be afraid.”
These are words that we will all hear again by Jesus Christ himself

—on our own resurrection day. 

The apostle John portrays for us that glorious day in the book of Revelation:

 I turned to see whose voice it was that spoke to me, and on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the lampstands I saw one like the Son of Man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash across his chest. His head and his hair were white as white wool, white as snow; his eyes were like a flame of fire, his feet were like burnished bronze, refined as in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of many waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and from his mouth came a sharp, two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining with full force. 
When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he placed his right hand on  saying, "Do not be afraid ; I am the first and the last, and the living one. 
I was dead, and see, I am alive forever and ever; 
Let us pray:  
Startle us, O God, with your truth. Open our hearts and minds to the good news that Jesus Christ is risen. Open our spirits and our intellects to the news that life is ever the Lord of death and that love shall never lose its own, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
