Sermon: Is Fear a Sin? Matthew 6:25-34

As we continue the difficult questions series, we come to the question on whether fear is a
sin.

You might know that the phrase, “fear not,” is the most common command in the Bible.
Some claim itis found 365 times in the Bible, one for every day of the year. This then leads
to the conclusion, that if God is constantly commanding you not to be afraid, the question
naturally arises, is being afraid or anxious a sin?

Like most things, it really depends on what we mean by “fear,” when we talk about it being a
sin or not. Itis also important to know what the Bible is saying when it says, “fear not,” or
“do not be anxious in anything.” It is not one of the Ten Commandments, even if fear can
relate to each commandment.

Fear, and the anxiety that can come out of it, are complex. Itis as complex asitis to be
human. Fear is a human response to our limited capacities in this world. It is not a sin to be
limited, God created us this way and called it very good. Our response to that limitation can
be sinful or not, and fear can be a part of that in a variety of ways. It would be wrong for us
to say simply yes, itis a sin, or no, itisn’t.

Let’s set the stage in reading Matthew 6:25-34, which is probably the clearest expression of
the command, “do not fear” in the Bible.

‘Therefore | tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your
body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than

clothes? % Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and
yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? 2 Can any
one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life?

28‘And why do you worry about clothes? See how the flowers of the field grow. They do not
labour or spin. #Yet | tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendour was dressed like
one of these. *If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and
tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you - you of little faith? 3'So
do not worry, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we
wear?” 32For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you
need them. 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be
given to you as well. *Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry
about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.

This is the Word of the Lord.
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I’ll never forget the time when [ first felt intense fear and anxiety.

It was just after | finished grad school, and started my siding company. | had taken a
contract to put siding on 28 houses. | had done siding working for other people for many
years before that, but working for myself was new. It was my hame on this work and not
someone else’s. If something failed or went wrong, | would be responsible. | was paying an
employee, and ordering material, and writing invoices, and quoting properly, and filing
taxes, and everything else.

All the little questions about whether to finish something this way or that. Whether this
needed a flashing or didn’t. How much to angle this wood, what kind of caulking to use, all
these things started to pile up. | remember walking around subdivisions with Heather
studying how others had finished things, taking pictures, and trying to take apart their work
in my mind.

All this pressure started to build. | couldn’t sleep. | remember my heart racing in bed
because what if | did something wrong, and, and, and... ahh!

For most of my life | would have been able to laugh this off and move on, but this time it got
to me. | remember speaking to the project manager about my anxiety, and I’'ll never forget
how he said, if it doesn’t work, we’ll fix it. It was so simple, no big deal to fix it, life would go
on. | had been afraid of something somewhat needlessly.

I can ask of myself, what was sinful in that fear? Was | being disobedient to Jesus’ call to
not worry about my life?

As we look at whether fear is a sin or not, it is helpful to first ask, what is fear?
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Mirriam-Webster defines it as, “an unpleasant often strong emotion caused by anticipation
or awareness of danger.” Fear is a basic emotion, or reason for alarm. It is often related to
negative things like anxiety, panic, dread, trepidation and terror. But it is important to see
how it is basic to our functioning as a human.
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Fear is commonly seen as one of five main emotions alongside joy, sadness, disgust, and
anger. You might remember these from the great Pixar movie, Inside Out. This movie helps
us see how fear is used to protect us from danger, and without it we wouldn’t be able to
function very well at all without it. It is common to all animals, humans too, and it helps us
in ways that we often don’t appreciate.



Fear focuses our attention on the immediate threat, helping us deal with it quickly and
decisively. It creates quick brain pathways so that action can be taken without thinking.
Typically, we react from fear with a sense of fight, facing the problem head on, flight, getting
away as soon as possible, or freeze, stopping what we’re doing to limit the potential harm
that might come. A kind of autopilot for our reactions. In all of these we become hyper alert
to our surroundings, our bodies rush with adrenaline and focus on that specific problem.
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I remember one time | was skateboarding downtown Vancouver during some fireworks. My
friends and | were riding down a hill on a busy street weaving in and out of people (I know,
not the best idea). | was going really, almost uncontrollably, fast when all of a sudden from
an alleyway came a stroller. That is the last thing | remember, and all of a sudden, | was on
the other side the stroller after somehow getting around it sliding with my hand on the
ground. | knew | got around it safely because | was on the other side of it, and nobody was
hurt except my hand being a little bloodied. | can’t remember what happened because the
fear circuit in my brain totally took over focused all my abilities and got me to the other side
without hitting the stroller. Praise God for that!
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One can learn to take pleasure in being afraid. As a skateboarder, | am one of those kinds of
people. Itis fun to take measured risks and feel the reward of facing your fear and achieving
something difficult. This is how the virtue of courage is created, by learning to face fearin a
measured way. | don’t think | would be able to face my fear of speaking in front of all of you
every week if | hadn’t trained myself in that way.
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On the other hand, fear also gives us the ability to assess risk from caution too. We might
call this virtue prudence. This is the ability to see whether or not the risk is worth the
reward. It might be a lot of fun to go down the steepest hill in the city at night around a lot of
people, butis it worth the risk? (It’s not, by the way.)
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In this, we can see how God created us with this emotion for the purpose of keeping us safe
and teaching us courage and prudence. If we were not afraid of anything, we would not be
able to get by day to day, but would simply walk out into traffic, or drown ourselves, or fall
off a cliff. Healthy fear recognizes things for what they are, and how they might harm you.

It does not make sense to think of this kind of fear as sin, it is how our brains were created
to work, and without it, we probably wouldn’t survive into adulthood (I know | wouldn’t



have, kind of a miracle that | did when | think of my adolescent self). But the reason we
think of fear as either sinful, or an aspect of the world not-as-it-should-be, is because this
useful fear is distorted by our sinfulness and those around us.
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Sometimes this fear is irrational. For instance, you might be deathly of the church
basement. The mice down there are not likely going to hurt you, and yet there is an
irrational fear of them.

Anxiety is often described as a persistent and irrational fear. Here we feel constantly
fearful, and might not understand why. A person in this state could be drawn to it from any
number of factors, from an emotional response that was wired into their brain from a
childhood trauma to a natural disposition to worry, maybe inherited from a parent. I’'m no
psychiatrist, and won’t pretend to be, but we can see how our fear is part of having a body
where our emotions are filtered through our immensely complex brains, and can be easily
distorted.

Often times the source of our fear or anxiety is unknown to us, and so we exhibit all kinds of
anxiety because we are subconsciously afraid of something. Our world, especially news
outfits or social media, hold our attention by keeping us afraid of what is going on. This has
been disastrous to the state of mental health in our society, where we see record levels of
dysregulation.

We must remember, people are not totally in control of their anxiety, nobody wants to feel
that way, but that does not mean there is no sin in it. We might say, well, that’s not fair! How
could God hold us responsible for something we can’t control? But this is to have a too-
small view of sin, itis to want to put sin into a box of things we can confess and get away
from. But this is not how our sin works, it is in our nature, in our desires, and can only be
overcome by God.

Sinin the world is not simply things we willingly do. Sin in the world is seen in the ways that
lots of sinful people come together and create sinful cultures. We have never known a
culture that wasn’t like this! We might see this in things like systemic racism, or in unjust
laws, these are things we cannot control, and often unwillingly participate in.

As humans we also feel the effect of God’s need to curse creation after the original sin of
Adam and Eve. After we separated ourselves from God, we were no longer fit to live in the
world as God intended it to be, and so we must feel the effects of our sin in the world.

With this in mind, let’s look at what Jesus tells us about fear and anxiety in our passage.
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The first question we should ask when we look at Jesus’ command to not worry is, what
exactly is he saying to us?

Itis right that the command to not fear is the most common one in scripture, but that
command comes not exactly as a law, but as a comfort. “Fear not,” says the very scary and
startling angel to everyone he meets, not because fearing him is a sin, but because they
don’t need to fear him, he comes in peace. Similarly, Jesus in this passage is telling us,
because | am the one who is going to give you salvation, you do not need to worry about
this life.
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Jesus introduces this by first telling his disciples to not “store up for yourselves treasures
on earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. ?°But
store up for yourselves treasures in heaven...” Heaven is eternal, whereas this life is
fleeting. Our command to not worry is because we are given the gift of eternal security, and
in Christ we have the ability to contribute to eternal things, despite what present
circumstances might look like. The cross is the greatest illustration of that.

Out of that eternal mindset, Jesus then seeks to comfort his people by pointing them to
how God provides for even the smallest of creatures, so why would he not also provide for
us?

Jesus is notignorant of the fact that many people go hungry and die, as do many birds for
that matter. The point Jesus is making is that if we are focused on eternal things, which is
what God has created us for, then the temporal concerns of this world will come with them,
and we do not need to be afraid of them being met.

Itis sometimes said that Christians are “too heavenly minded to be of any earthly good.”
That is, that if they only care about getting people to heaven, then they neglect the
concerns of people’s physical welfare.
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Somewhat ironically, in history, we actually see the opposite. The more concerned the
church is for people’s eternal destination the greater ability there have to care for their
physical well-being. Whereas if churches focus on only the physical well-being of the
people in their congregations or their mission fields, they end up becoming simply political
lobby groups. The best example of this was William Wilberforce, who was primarily a
devout evangelical, but also instrumental in ending slavery in the British Empire, something
he felt was deeply connected to his faith and witness for Christ.



As hard as it is for us to imagine, for almost all human history slavery was a fact of life. We
see itin all kinds of societies, from tribal life to every civilization known to humanity. The
first instance we have of someone condemning the institution comes from a Christian,
Gregory of Nyssa, who might qualify for the most heavenly minded person to ever exist. To
abolish slavery in the whole Empire would be unthinkable and irresponsible, definitely
anxiety inducing. Wilberforce sought first the Kingdom of God, not worrying about the
economy first, and that led him to appreciate the goodness of human nature rather than
what political repercussions there were, and there were a lot!
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This same principle applies to our lives as well. When we do something smallin
comparison to ending slavery, like tithe, we are showing God that we trust him with our
finances, that he will provide. We are released from the fear of not having enough. Itis seen
sociologically that those who are a part of communities like churches often are able to
manage their finances better than those who do not. So, while you are called to give to the
church in this way, you then financially benefit from being a part of this community
financially and socially.’

Jesus’ command here is somewhere between advising us as to what is best for us, and
informing us about what the state of the world is so that we are comforted.? If we were to
take it as, “do not worry!” and then relate to our worry as another thing to worry about, we
would be actually doing the opposite of what Jesus is telling us.

One helpful way to look at a good use of fear is in our Lord. He was, after all, fully human,
and without sin. So how did Jesus experience fear?
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We might see Jesus afraid or anxious, in a sense, when he was in the garden of
Gethsemane, where he even sweated drops of blood due to his intense stress and anxiety
over what was about to come. Mark 14:33-34 says, “He took Peter, James and John along
with him, and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled. 3*‘My soul is overwhelmed
with sorrow to the point of death,” he said to them. ‘Stay here and keep watch.”

In this passage we see Jesus, who was about to face the cross, with the kind of emotions
we would expect for someone about to go through this! Jesus was about to endure the
greatest tragedy in human history, where the only sinless human who ever lived, endured a

"I have learned a lot about the social impact that churches have from Cardus, see
https://www.cardus.ca/research/halo-project/
2 Matthew A. Lapine, The Logic of the Body: Retrieving a Theological Psychology. Lexham, 2020, p. 331.



completely unjust sentence. More than this, he was about to take on himself our
punishment. This was a terribly frightful thing, and he was right to recognize this.

However, Jesus did not sin in this. As a human being, his body had the correct impulse to
keep him away from things what would harm him, the fear impulse. But, he did not lose
faith that God would restore him. Jesus knew that his father was ordaining all this for good,
and that it was his place to endure it. Jesus did not fear torture and death more than he
feared God, even if he did fear torture and death as they deserve to be feared. It is not a sin
for Jesus to be human.
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Maybe some of you came to our brother Lou Kingma’s funeral, where the passage was, “the
fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom...” | described how Lou did not fear death more
than he feared the Lord. Sure, he was afraid about what might come after he died, but he
was not crippled by that because of his faith. And because of his faith he was freed to enjoy
what he could from the last years of his life. He was able to grow in his relationship with
Geri and his children, and most importantly, with God. His treasure was in heaven, not on
earth, even though there were a lot of good things on earth, and he did not want to die.

Lou feared God more than sickness or death. This is how Christians must relate to God’s
world. Fear is something we were created to function with, but fearing things more than
God is a kind of idolatry. That is, putting things in the place where God should be. Jesus did
not fear the cross more than God, that would be sin, but he did fear the cross, it would be
foolish to not.

If I think of my anxiety in starting my business, and facing all the unknowns, what was really
driving my fears?

If ’m honest to myself, it was really the fear of failure, of looking stupid to my peers, of
having to redo something and the shame that brings. | was losing control of my
surroundings, and | didn’t like it. In starting the company, | had made myself vulnerable and
| was afraid that everyone would find out | really had no idea what | was doing and | was
making it up as | went. That wasn’t really true of course, | had done siding for a long time at
that point, but my pride was being revealed, and | needed a lesson in humility. Coming to
that realization took a lot of time, and overcoming pride is a lifelong battle.

Had | been humbler, | could have simply asked someone what they would do in these
situations, and been freed from my anxiety to a degree at least. That was how my sin was
driving my fear. The fear of the Lord above all else, above my pride, should have brought me
there. But that anxiety also concentrated my mind. It helped me to take seriously what |
was working on, and do the best | could at the time. It is part of going through this world.



When Jesus commands us to not be anxious, or one of the other 300 verses say, “fear not,”
we must remember that these are words of comfort. That we do not need to be trapped by
our own sin. That the life God is preparing for us, the one that is outside of our control, is
better than we can expect, and that worrying about it will only make it worse for us. Itis
actually being disobedient then to worry about our worrying.
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In this, we are called first of all to be patient with ourselves as we deal with anxiety.
Remember, fear is there to get a quick result, to keep us safe from immediate threats. But
reminding ourselves that we are not in control, that ultimately all things, eternal things
most of all, are in God’s hands, helps us ease our fears. It pulls us back from the tension,
not to create another law to be anxious about, but to give us freedom. “It is for freedom that
he has set us free” (Gal.5:1). Be patient with God’s work in your life, and accept the
freedom from fear that he wants to give you.
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This is the virtue of contentment. Contentment takes a long time to cultivate in your life.
Cultivating that means daily speaking the truth of the gospel to your fears and anxieties.
God loves you, created you, saves you while you are still a sinner, and desires to make you
whole again. Fear not, means listening to the gospel, even though we feel like there is much
to be afraid of, and facing that is part of being human, and a good thing, our eternalrestis
safe in Christ. Receive our Lord’s comfort, “Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father's good
pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Lk.12:32).



