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The Bible’s most repeated command isn’t what we might think. If we guessed it’s something like, “Love God with
all your heart.” Or “Love your neighbor.” Or something to do with money or worship or prayer or sex or just living a
good life, we’d be wrong. The Bible has plenty of good instruction on these, but the command the Bible gives most often
is, “Don’t be afraid.” Nothing pulls us from the life God gives us like indulging our fears.
Today it’s Jesus giving the command. If you are listening to this message, it must mean that you are interested in
what it means to grow as a follower of Jesus, which means that “Don’t be afraid” is a command for you. I know it’s a
command for me.
But Jesus doesn’t say this to make us feel better. He isn’t saying we shouldn’t ever be afraid. The command comes
as he sends his followers on God’s mission. In Matthew chapter 10 Jesus has been God’s healer to people in their sickness,
their troubled spirits, and their longing for new starts. Now he’s sending his disciples to be the same, living like him. And
people on a mission with God are always leaving their fears behind.
It’s like you’re at a fine restaurant, enjoying a 5-star meal. The master chef comes out and says, “Come with me
because now it’s your turn to make this.” She invites you into the kitchen. If you dared to go, you would presume to have
more skill than the master chef. The best you could want is just to be like her.
So Jesus says, “The student is not above the teacher, nor a servant above his master. It is enough for students to be
like their teachers, and servants like their masters.” Believing in Jesus and loving him and enjoying him, involves
becoming like him. The church is a people who are students of Jesus, because the goal of the church’s mission is to live like
Jesus.
But aspiration to live like Jesus comes with a warning that Jesus gives next. He says, “If the head of the house has
been called Beelzebul (which basically meant “demonic”) how much more the members of his household!” The head of
the church’s household is Jesus, and he’s telling his followers that joining in his mission won’t save them from trouble and
conflict. In fact, it will actually lead them into into it. Which is why needs to keep on telling them, “Don’t be afraid.”
Last week, we ended up at the doctor to check out Gareth’s elbow. He injured it in a baseball game a diving for a
ball in left field. It happened while I was in a session meeting. My phone buzzed in my pocket and Heather’s text message
said: “Gareth just Alex Gordoned a catch!” Alex Gordon is the four-time Gold Glove Award winning left fielder for the
Kansas City Royals and Gareth’s favorite player. You might call Gareth something of a student of Alex Gordon.
After the game Gareth texted, “I hit my elbow really hard and it hurts.” I replied: “Ouch! I guess now you what
it’s like to be Alex Gordon.”
Not that God’s mission asks the church to be Jesus. There’s only one Jesus who is the Christ and the Savior. The
church isn’t full of Messiahs, just people who seek to be like him. And today our Lord tells us something hard to hear:
living like him will include painful things. This is much of what he talks about across chapter 10.
Earlier in the chapter he tells disciples the powers that be will go after them. They’ll suffer physical and emotional
violence. They’ll be arrested and will even be betrayed by their own family. It’s clear that for Jesus, following him is the
life’s most important thing, even with the cost. If his disciples are hated, it wont’ be because, as sometimes happens,
they’ve abandoned Jesus’ way. Their trouble will come from walking in it.
So how does this sound to us in a world with plenty of discord already? Don’t many of us come to church for relief
from all the tension? To get break from all the division? Do we really want the head of the church household to promise
conflict from following him?

Maybe in the Western world, the church has expected to be culturally comfortable for so long that we’re surprised
and don’t like it when following Jesus means discomfort. What might this discomfort be? There are Christians today, even
in this nation, whose commitment Jesus’ priorities have resulted in their arrest. But perhaps Jesus won’t get most of us
hauled in front of the authorities. The fallout might come from being kind to a kid at school that others like to pick on. Or
choosing not to drink when that’s what other teens are doing. Maybe it’s telling the truth in the workplace when it would
be easier to join in deception? Or maybe forgiving someone as the rest of the family stokes a grudge. Remember, it was
showing grace that led to Jesus being killed.
Taking Jesus at his word always gets us asking hard questions of our lives: Here’s today’s question: When he says
that those following him should expect no better treatment than he got, are we really following Jesus if we cannot say we’re
somehow sharing in his suffering?
When Jesus says, “Don’t be afraid,” part of what he means is, don’t be afraid to really live like me. But the reason
he gives for not being afraid isn’t that God will make everything turn out okay. It’s that “there is nothing concealed that
will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known.”
Which is to say that, in the last analysis, Jesus is the true Lord. The real Master in the world, and his truth will
out. His life is the one on the edge of the horizon that everything’s really moving toward. So, whatever the challenge of
living for him, it really is worth it. Because what’s really true belongs to him.
You know, when our children start playing sports, we don’t think to tell them that really playing the game involves
accepting you’re going to get hurt. I mean, if you really play all out. Sure, you can get on the field and try and play it safe.
But that’ll mean you’ll never lay out for the ball that’s flying into the gap. You’ll never try and stretch a single into a
double. You won’t swing as hard, because you’ll be afraid to miss. Every ballplayer that’s really a ballplayer knows you
can’t play the game like you’re supposed to play it you play afraid. Afraid of making mistakes, afraid of getting hurt.
Which is why any coach that’s really a coach will say, if you’re going to play, you’ve got to give everything. Leave
it all on the field. Jesus is our coach. And he’s telling his followers that in the field of God’s kingdom, they can’t live based
just on what feels safe and comfortable. Rome never crucified anyone that played it safe. They gave the cross to those that
threatened the order of things. The crucified Jesus left it all on the field and asks his disciples to follow him the same way.
Which is why he brings up fear. It isn’t that his students shouldn’t have it. It’s that they can’t hold onto it. Because
their fear will get in the way of the life Jesus calls them to live.
I hope you’ve been gathering that the session of Christ Church is trying to lead the church in fresh life. That’s why
last Thursday ten people gathered for Bible study on joining Jesus in the neighborhood. We’ll be together again this
Thursday, 6 o’clock. I hope more can make it. It’s why we’re having donuts at the park before worship, being church out
in the community. It’s why we’ve had Life Groups where we risk opening up to grow in faith and be transformed by God.
We’ll have them again this fall. The renewal of the church never involves getting more comfortable. It always involves
putting yourself out there because the way of Jesus has become more important than your comfort.
So, today we’re baptizing Jocelyn Chenoweth and receiving members into the church. It’s a good time for
remembering that baptism is a sign of our joining Jesus the Christ in his death. It’s a sign of losing our lives to gain them.
What if, in a new members gathering, someone said, “I want to join Christ Church because this is a church that
creates holy discomfort. In this church, Jesus is taking hold of more of my life. This church helps me to love others more
radically. In this church I’m learning to care less about what I like and dislike, and more about what’s good someone else.
In this church, I’m losing the life that seems best to me, and trading it for the larger life that’s best to God.” That would to
join a church that’s losing its fear.
Jesus isn’t trying to scare us. Partly he’s being realistic. But really, he’s doing what he always does. Which is to lead
us into good news.
He’s leading us into the heart of God the loving Father where there is no fear. There is no fear in the heart of
God, and the big invitation of this passage is to come into the Father’s heart. Jesus says, “Are not two sparrows sold for a
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penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care. And even the hairs on your head are all
numbered. So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.”
In God’s care it isn’t that sparrows never fall. It’s that even in their falling they are accompanied by the Father’s
love. The Father who knows us so intimately, he has counted the hairs on our heads. Which is to say, of all things in life,
it’s God that we don’t have to be scared of. Perhaps our level of daring as disciples corresponds to our sense of worth as
God’s children. It’s God’s presence to his fearful children that makes them into disciples.
Don’t we know that every time we’re afraid to change for Jesus, to let go of security for Jesus, to take a step in
becoming more like Jesus, it’s because in our heart of hearts we think we have to do this on our own. But the truth is, our
every breath and step is accompanied by the God who is infinitely stronger than any fear or opponent we will face.
Which is why the ultimate command in God’s mission is, “Don’t be afraid.” Amen.
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