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One of the primal emotions that define us as human beings is the feeling of fear.  It is a 
feeling that is fundamental to the way each of are wired—that “fight or flight” feeling that 
has enabled us not only to survive, but also to grow and evolve as a species. While fear 
certainly brings with it many negative connotations, it is important to recognize that fear 
and the ways in which we respond to it, not only can have a positive side, but it can enable 
us to discover what it means to live life boldly, courageously and nobly.  

Using Peter Wallace’s book, “The Passionate Jesus,” we have been examining the emotions 
of Jesus during this Lenten season and the ways in which Jesus’ use of emotion can inform 
and inspire the ways we can use our emotions in positive and purposeful ways. 

We began by examining the foundational of love as experienced and expressed by Jesus.  
Last week, we considered the emotion of anger and the ways in which Jesus “managed” his 
anger in creative, constructive and loving ways.  This morning, we will examine the ways in 
which Jesus experienced and expressed his fear as a human being.  Those who would be 
inclined to dismiss the humanity of Jesus are not likely to give much thought to the reality 
of fear in Jesus’ life.  Yet, to ignore this reality is, I believe, to diminish the courage and 
strength of Jesus and to discount his most remarkable accomplishment. 

To put it as simply as possible, fear, for Jesus, was absolutely real.  We can glean that much 
from piecing together the gospel stories that describe the reality of fear that Jesus and his 
disciples experienced.  Needless to say, their fear was hardly unfounded.  Life was difficult to 
begin with for the peasants that comprised the vast majority of 1st century Palestinian culture.   

To begin with, people often lived a “hand to mouth” existence, scrambling and scraping to 
make ends meet.  They also felt intense pressure from the religious establishment to 
conform to the laws that separated people into “clean” and “unclean,” included and 
excluded.  And then, of course, there was the barbaric brutality of their Roman oppressors 
who ruled them with an iron fist that did not hesitate to impose their will through any form 
of violence they happened to find useful. 

Fear, then, was a common thread, woven into the fabric of the lives of Jesus and his 
disciples.  It would be unfortunate, I believe, to conclude that Jesus was somehow above or 
beyond the feeling of fear as if his closeness to God made him immune to the possibility of 
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being afraid.  If Jesus was “truly human” as we assert, then he knew what it was like to 
experience the feeling of fear. 

How could he not be afraid of the religious authorities and the power that they wielded 
over him?  How could he not be afraid of the Roman occupying forces who punished those 
who challenged their rule by executing them on crosses alongside the road?  We seriously 
misunderstand the word and witness of Jesus of we discount the reality of his fear. 

Nowhere in the Gospel records do we find this reality of fear more forcefully presented up 
than in the account of Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, just prior to his arrest.   

You will recall that after sharing a meal with his disciples, Jesus made his way to the garden 
of Gethsemane for the purpose of prayer.  He understood that the moment for which he had 
been preparing himself had come.  The authorities were closing in and his arrest was 
imminent.  Not surprisingly, Jesus’ found himself confronting and battling his fears—
especially the fears of his own death.  

So it was that Jesus went with his close disciples—Peter, James and John—to the garden to 
pray.   It is important to note that in his choice to confront his fears, Jesus wanted his 
friends to be with him.  He did not go to the garden alone, but in the company of those he 
loved and trusted.  Yet, he also knew that, ultimately, this confrontation was something that 
he had to face by himself—so he went off a little ways and began to pray fervently that the 
cup of suffering would not be his to drink. 

While at one level, this is what he hoped for, at a deeper level, he wanted to be faithful to the 
will and way of God.  He wanted to find the strength and the courage to confront the powers 
of evil in a way that would lift up the light of God’s love and he prayed for the strength to do 
just that.   Three separate times, Jesus prayed for that strength and three separate times he 
returned to find that his disciples could not even keep their eyes open as they waited for him.   

Finally, on what seems to be a note of resignation, Jesus decides not to press his disciples 
any further.  “The hour is at hand,” he announces to them.  “The Son of Man is betrayed into 
the hands of sinners.  Get up, let us be going.  See, my betrayers is at hand.” 

What is significant about Matthew’s account of Jesus’ prayer in the garden is that we can 
clearly see that Jesus was afraid.  In Luke’s account, we are told that Jesus’ sweat was pouring 
from him like great drops of blood.”  This Jesus that we read about was hardly above it all, 
cool and collected, but instead, he was deeply enmeshed in the very human feeling of fear. 

What is, of course, impressive about Jesus is that even though he was feeling terrified and 
alone, he didn’t shrink from the moment and did not allow his fear to turn him around on 
the road that he had chosen to take.  No, Jesus faced his fear “head on,” and did not allow it 
to change his course.  This is what made the witness of Jesus so amazing to my way of 
thinking.  He faced his fear and remained faithful to his task.  

Fear, then, is a given in life.  It was true for Jesus and it certainly remains true for us.  The 
crucial question, it seems to me, is whether or not we will choose to face our fears and work 
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through them in order to be faithful to our purpose and mission.   Peter Wallace quotes 
Episcopalian Bishop, J. Neil Alexander who has observed:  “We live at the intersection of 
terror and promise; it’s up to us to determine which way we go.”  The good Bishop is 
absolutely correct.  It is up to us to determine which way we will go. 

So let me ask you:  “What is it that you are afraid of?”  Can you name your fear?  I 
believe that doing so is an important first step in the choice to confront and overcome 
our fear.  While fear presents itself in ways both large and small, it is important to be 
as clear as we can about the nature of our fear.  So what is it that makes you fearful?     

Wallace suggests that some soldiers who have served in Iraq have encountered the Camel 
Spider which can grow to be upwards of eight inches in length!  Now, that’s a big spider!  
And if you happen to be frightened by spiders, they can be the source of your worst 
nightmare.  The problem with this spider is that it is nocturnal and can’t stand to be in the 
sun.  If you happen to disturb it from its sand covered burrow, it will immediately seek the 
shade of your shadow which makes it appear as if it is running after you when, in fact, it 
only wants to rest in the shade that your body provides.   

Knowing this, however, does not necessarily keep tested combat veterans from running in 
fear from this spider that appears to be chasing them.  Wallace suggests that this is an 
example of the way our fears often work.  We run from them as fast as we can only to 
discover that, sometimes, they can run faster than we can. 

Sometimes the feeling of fear is not exactly rational.  Theologian Scott Bader-Saye makes 
an helpful point when he suggests that, “We cannot command ourselves to feel less fear.  
Quite the contrary,” he writes.  “Our overwhelming fears need, themselves, to be 
overwhelmed by bigger and better things, by a sense of adventure and fullness of life 
that comes from locating our fears and vulnerabilities within a larger story that is 
ultimately hopeful and not tragic.” 

I especially appreciate this perspective because it recognizes that if we are to deal effectively 
with our fear, it will require more than a couple of inspirational quotes from a clever Hallmark 
card.  If fear were that easily controlled, we would not likely be talking about it this morning.   

Something more is needed and that something more, suggests Bader-Saye, is what I would 
call “the big picture” of what ultimately matters in the experience of our living and our 
dying.  It was, I believe this “big picture” understanding of what God was about in our world 
that gave him the strength and the courage to face his fears and literally, put his life on the 
line.  It was the “big picture” of a love stronger than death, a good that was greater than 
evil, a compassion more powerful than apathy that gave Jesus the ability to face his fear as 
he faithfully responded to God’s call in his life.     

Years ago, I took a class with United Methodist Bishop Roy Nichols on the Book of 
Revelation and I will never forget the way in which he summarized the essential message of 
John of Patmos to the early Christian community that was living under the constant threat 
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of persecution and death in the arena.  The message was essentially this:  “Don’t give up!  
Don’t lose faith!  Be patient because God is going to win!” 

There it is in its simple finality:  God is going to win!  The writer knew that if these early 
Christians chose to believe that, then the witness of their living and their dying would not 
be in vain.  That message still holds true in a very different time, but one in which there is 
still suffering and struggle and persecution.  “Don’t give up!  Don’t lost hope!  Don’t lose 
faith!  God is going to win!”   

The next time you are tempted to give into the fear of terrorism, you might want to 
remember that, ultimately, God is going to win. 

The next time it feels like hatred and bigotry are winning the cultural wars that are being 
wage, don’t you dare forget, that God’s love is greater than any hatred or prejudice that this 
world can muster. 

The next time you are tempted to give into your fear that “the world is going to hell in a 
hand basket,” please remember that God’s renewing, redeeming, and reconciling spirit is 
even now, hard at work, making all things new. 

Sometimes the “little picture” of the moments we encounter of hatred and violence, of graft 
and greed are enough to send us running in fear—convincing us that there is no hope for 
our time.  Bishop Alexander, however, was exactly right.  We live at the intersection of 
terror and promise; it’s up to us to determine which way we go.”    

What path will you choose to take?   Will you give into your fear and run from it as if it were 
an eight inch spider? 

Or, will you choose to face it, to name it for what it is and to trust in the bigger picture of the 
love of God at work in our world—a powerful love that brings healing and hope, a perfect 
love that casts out fear? 

Jack Canfield has made the intriguing observation that, “Everything you want is on the 
other side of fear.”  And whether we are talking about the most miniscule or the most 
massive of our fears that is so often the case.  Everything we want—the life we want to live, 
the hope that we want to live by, the legacy we want to leave—is on the other side of our 
fear. 

That is what Jesus discovered and what we can discover as well.  Let us pray that we will 
have the courage, the wisdom and the strength to face our fears and move beyond them as 
take the path of God’s promise, the path that leads to the life we long for.   Amen.   


