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One of the first things that happened to Fran and I when we were away last month was that we missed our 

first international flight out of the US. I don’t know if you’ve ever missed an international flight but it is, to 

put it mildly, deeply panic inducing. We’d left early in the morning from our friend’s place which was 158 ks 

from the airport. It should’ve taken us about and hour and a half and indeed for the first hour everything 

went well but then we heard of an accident up ahead and all of a sudden the traffic piled up and we were 

crawling. We eventually made it not long after around 8am but were then faced with a long line or people 

waiting for other flights. We arrived at the ticketing place a good 45 minutes before the flight left but they 

were adamant we couldn’t board.  

Now at this point a hard knot of fear begins rising from somewhere deep in ones anatomy. The first thing 

that happens is that you desperately want to comment on the defective pedigree of the people who are 

making what seems eminently possible – impossible. You want to speak harshly and to remind them of their 

complicity in your situation. You want desperately to make someone pay. But of course, that won’t work. 

Indeed it would only make things worse. So you look around. Who else is to blame… ahhhh Fran! 

Fortunately neither one of us was to blame so we just couldn’t have a good argument at that stage even 

though it would’ve been incredibly good fortune to be able to lay the blame squarely at someone’s feet. But 

no. She didn’t book the flight, I did. She didn’t slow us down to begin with and she had no input into the 

timing of our leaving.  

Still fear circles like a shark. Dorsal fin thoughts break the surface as you think of all the downstream 

consequences of not arriving in a place where people are expecting you not just to turn up but to participate 

in a group learning experience. The world, your world, shrinks to the size of your problem. You think of your 

children. What will they think? Will they miss us? How will we be farewelled? Crazy thoughts rise like ghosts 

– we will never get out of this airport! ‘Here lies Fran and Richard, booked a flight but sadly missed it. Stuck 

they were forever missing, flights beyond the place they’re sitting!” It’s amazing how poetry rises at times 

like these!   

There was really little else to do. We were stranded without a clear way ahead. We could really only take 

one step at a time to see what might eventuate. So we asked what we could do. And the woman at the 

counter indicated we could put our names down for standby for the next flight which was leaving 4½ hours 

later. So we sat for sometime thinking we would perhaps not get to Canada. When it did come time to check 

back in with the airline we asked again about seats and the women said that we could guarantee our seats 

by upgrading to first class which would cost $100. This we did and flew for the first time in my life, first class. 

It was, needless to say, a lovely flight!  

This morning John warns us about fear and not just about fear but about its consequences for the key quality 

of the Church and the Christian faith – love. Fear, says John, cannot exist where there is love therefore do 



not entertain it; do not allow it access to your thoughts or your actions. Like a dirty nappy, do all you can to 

dispose of it quickly.  

Love and fear are two seemingly opposite emotions – at least at first sight. If you love something, surely you 

don’t fear it. If you fear something surely you don’t love it? And yet, as Andrew pointed out to us so well last 

week – love and fear are often found together in human experience. You may well love surfing but to really 

experience the joy of that love you will have to face the white water at some stage; you will have to get over 

your natural fear of the power of the ocean and the waves it produces. Again if you love cricket you will have 

to get over the natural fear you will have of the hard ball and if you love Rugby you will certainly have to get 

over the fear of physical contact. Fear, it seems, is a companion of so much that we enjoy.  

More than this, fear is a companion of love. This is not to say, of course, that fear and love are meant to go 

together. John is adamant on this point. ‘18There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear…’ (1 John 

4) But it seems clear that fear does threaten love. How often do we find ourselves failing in love because we 

fear the reaction of the one we are trying to love? How often does our uncertainty prevent our reaching out 

to another? How often do we quite deliberately keep a loving comment to ourselves for fear that it might be 

taken the wrong way or even rejected out of hand. Yes, fear is the enemy of love.  

And fear is the enemy not just of the giver but also of the receiver of love. How often do we resist the offer 

of love because of pride or embarrassment or because we might be made to look weak? At heart fear lies 

behind each of these. We Kiwis are hard to love. We don’t react much, we don’t open up to love easily. We 

fear, perhaps, how we will look. We fear, perhaps, being bound to the one we love in a manner that will 

imply or confer an obligation on us or we fear perhaps having misinterpreted the offer or perhaps that we 

are really unworthy of love and so to receive it would be wrong. Whatever the case, receiving love requires, 

again, that we face our fears. But how can we do this? How can we face fear? 

That John deals with fear in such a direct and clear manner can only mean that he, too, saw in fear a mortal 

enemy of the individual believer and of the Church, which is not to say that all fear is irrational. If you fear 

being run over by a bus when you cross the road then that, my friend, is a rational fear [7] – it is something 

that should be listened to, something that should be taken seriously into account. If you fear a right telling 

off from your loved one because you have spent a large amount of unbudgeted money on an item without 

telling them then that my friend is not an irrational fear and it’s something that should’ve been taken into 

account before you spent the money. And if you fear killing someone because you are travelling significantly 

over the speed limit and so you slow down and remind yourself that even on a trip to Christchurch Speeding 

doesn’t get you there much quicker – that too is a rational fear. There is such a thing as a rational fear. Fear 

of God, says the writer of proverbs, is the beginning of all wisdom. Mark Twain once said, ‘Courage is 

resistance to fear, mastery of fear, not absence of fear.’  

So what, then, should we do about fear for fear falls like a shadow over all of life? The Bible admits of a 

number of answers to this question only one of which I want to deal with this morning. But let’s be clear 

about this before we start. We will never escape the influence of fear. Fear and life go together. If we are 

human we will know fear. To remove fear or to escape it completely is not an answer. To imagine that we 

will make progress in this life apart from fear is to dream of a life that is not real. We must learn to deal with 

fear, to recognise what it is and to understand how to cope with it. And this morning we find two characters 

in the Bible who do this well. They are Caleb and Joshua.  



In short these two are part of a group sent to spy on Canaan and to bring back to Moses some idea of what 

the land is like. 12 leave and spend a month wandering the land. They return laden with amazing fruit and 

stories of the people.The people, they say are well organised and large. They are a giant people and clearly 

good at fighting and then they drop the bad news. There’s no way we can go in there and take the land. 

We’re too small, too inexperienced and too poorly equipped. Forget the promised land – let’s go somewhere 

else!! Not only do they tell this to Moses but they spread the word around the camp as well. Soon a massive 

shadow of fear has gripped the people and they simply refuse to move. All, that is, except two of the spies 

who represent something of a minority report. Caleb and Joshua come back saying something completely 

different namely “Let us go up at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.”  Somehow these 

two have been able to reject the fear of the others. They want to go ahead. They want to obey God’s 

command. We’ll have a closer look at this later on but the end of the story is a huge disappointment to these 

two. Their advice is rejected by the people who choose not to go ahead. They chose to reject God’s calling 

and to decide not to go into the promised land. They thereby delay the blessing of this land indefinitely for 

the adult generation and by 40 years for all those under 21. Instead they are doomed to wander the 

wilderness for another 40 years and at the root of this disastrous mistake is, quite simply, fear! There are at 

least three things we can take from this passage about fear.  

1. Fear acts on our self image, destroying it and ruining our relationship with God.  

2. Fear shrinks our world to that of the known. Our futures become small, the possibilities and 

potential minimised.  

3. Fear causes us to react disproportionately and irrationally and to turn one small mistake into an 

even great and more costly mistake.  

SO what is it about fear that is so destructive? Let’s focus for the remainder of our time together on these 

words…  

32So they brought to the Israelites an unfavourable report of the land that they had 

spied out, saying, “The land that we have gone through as spies is a land that devours 

its inhabitants; and all the people that we saw in it are of great size. 33There we saw 

the Nephilim (the Anakites come from the Nephilim); and to ourselves we seemed like 

grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.” 

One of the first and most damaging influences of fear is that it diminishes our self image.  Indeed, fear acts 

not just to make us small but to abuse and damage our self image so that we believe ourselves incapable of 

achieving what God sets before us to achieve. I think most of us understand that as Christ-believers we serve 

rather than drive the mission of God. However, even to do this we must believe that service is possible, that 

obedience is possible, that what God calls us to do is possible. Fear always acts initially to rob us of that 

thought and to steal away any thought that what we have been called to do we can actually achieve. And, of 

course, what we believe of ourselves we project into the thoughts of others and this is nowhere more clear 

in the Bible than in these fateful words…  ‘and to ourselves we seemed like grasshoppers, and so we 

seemed to them.”  

It is one of the great paradoxes of the Christian faith which emphasises the falleness of human nature and 

the fact that we so often get it wrong that to serve God, to really please God and to find a new life for 

ourselves as a result of that wonderful position of servanthood we must believe in ourselves! We must 

believe that we are, indeed, the objects of God’s love and, that the wrath of God is directed not against 

humanity as such but against humanity which has turned on itself and, thereby, against God. We are loved 



by God and, what is more, we are worthy of that love. We are called by God to receive that love and, in 

doing so, to become all that God would have us be. And the great trick of Satan is to have us lose any sense 

of that primary value before God. Without that we simply cannot receive all that God has for us. Worse, we 

will see the world through those same lenses and we will interpret others through that same negative world 

view.  

The truth is something quite different. The truth is that when God calls us He calls us as One who knows us 

through and through and yet who loves us and who will see us through the task He has called us to do if only 

we will take the first step and keep taking that step. And there is a word for this process; a word which lies at 

the heart of all that God does in us and for us and that word is… faith!  

Faith is the opposite of fear. Where faith builds up, fear destroys. Where faith encourages, fear discourages. 

Where faith believes, fear dismisses and where faith is patient fear flees in anxious hope of avoiding the 

worst. But faith does not remove fear. Instead we must learn to deal with it while it remains and at least a 

part of that strategy will be to refuse to allow fear to speak against our knowledge of God’s love for us. This 

will involve among other things reminding ourselves of God’s love for us time and time again. It will also 

require us to choose friends who can speak the truth in love to us. As Proverbs say ‘6Well meant are the 

wounds a friend inflicts, but profuse are the kisses of an enemy.’ (Proverbs 27) Finally I am convinced that a 

daily walk in the Word of God does much to remind our souls of their worth and to leave us better prepared 

to match the slings and arrows of everyday life.  

Tony Campolo is a well-known and highly-respected, inspirational speaker. Over many years, Tony Campolo 

spent much of his time travelling around the world on speaking tours. 

Meanwhile, his wife, Peggy, has chosen to stay home and give herself and all that she had to the "Bringing 

Up" of their two children, Bart and Lisa. On those rare occasions when Peggy did travel with Tony, she found 

herself engaged in conversations with some of the most accomplished, impressive, influential, sophisticated 

people in the world.  

After one such trip, Peggy told Tony that sometimes as she speaks with these powerful people she found 

herself feeling intimidated and sometimes even questioning her own self-worth. Tony said to her: "Well, 

honey, why don't you come up with something you could say when you meet people that will let them know 

that you strongly value what you do and you feel that it is dramatically, urgent and crucial and important.” 

Not long after that, Tony and Peggy Campolo were at a party when a woman said to Peggy in a rather 

condescending tone, "Well, my dear, what do you do?" This is what Tony Campolo heard his wife say: 

"I am nurturing two Homo Sapiens into the dominant values of the Judaeo-Christian tradition in order that 

they might become instruments for the transformation of the social order into the kind of eschatological 

utopia God envisioned from the beginning of time."  

And the other woman said: 

"O, my, I'm just a lawyer." 

Fear destroys our knowledge of God’s love for us… 

Faith fills us with the knowledge that God loves us.  


