
FEARLESS
Finding Courage for Living

Text: Psalm 17:1-9; Job 19:23-27a; Luke 20:27-38; 2 Thess 2:1-5, 
13-17

Our Foe is Fear

Many years ago, when Notre Dame was facing a critical football game against a 
vastly superior Southern California team, the Fighting Irish's legendary coach, 
Knute Rockne, came up with an unusual idea. Roaming the South Bend 
campus, Rockne recruited every tall or brawny student he could find, and then 
suited up all of these "hulks" in Notre Dame uniforms. 

On the day of the big game, the terrific USC team ran onto the field first, and 
stood waiting for their next victims to appear. After a long dramatic pause, 
however, out of the Notre Dame locker room came a veritable army of green 
giants, who just kept coming and coming and coming. As the California players 
began glancing at eachother in shock and panic, their coach shouted at them 
that Rockne could only play eleven men at a time; but the damage was already 
done. USC lost the game – not to the hundred hulking men – but to the power 
of their own fear.

Has that ever happened to you? Can you relate at all to those players from 
USC?  It seems to me that what overruns and beats us most us in the game of 
life are not so much the flesh and blood opponents, or the miserable 
circumstances we sometimes face, as those giant Fears which we work so hard 
not to face. There are two fears in particular which are so debilitating for many 
of us that only the action of Someone much bigger – of God himself -- could 
possibly give us courage in the face of them and how God does that is what I 
want to think with you about today.
 

Facing the Specter of Worthlessness

In connection to the first of these fears, I think of the story of Frankie and 
Johnny. Perhaps some of you saw the movie. In the film, Michelle Pfeiffer plays 
Frankie, an aging waitress who has become over the years a cynical, inwardly-
turned person, adept at pushing away the pain and the people of life by 
focussing ruthlessly on the simple tasks of her job. Then an ex-con named 
Johnny -- played by Al Pacino -- is hired as a short-order cook at the diner 
where Frankie works. Suddenly, Frankie’s stable life is shaken up as Johnny 
takes a persevering interest in getting closer to her. But, in spite of the 
attraction Frankie feels for him, she keeps pushing Johnny away.

The tension between the two mounts steadily throughout the story and 



culminates when Johnny finally demands to know the reason for the brush-off. 
At long last Frankie breaks down and, with cheap mascara streaming down her 
face, Frankie tells Johnny the truth: "I'm just so afraid," she cries. "I'm afraid to 
be alone... I'm afraid of what I am, what I'm not, what I might become, what I 
might never become... I don't want to stay at my job for the rest of my life, but 
I'm afraid to leave... and I'm just tired, you know? I'm just so tired of being 
afraid."

I've met lots of Frankie’s over the years. I think I’ve even been Frankie at times. 
Maybe you have too. Frankie isn’t always easy to spot. Sometimes such people 
hide behind a mask of gruffness or arrogance that keeps others from coming 
too close. Sometimes they bury their anxiety beneath layers of terribly 
appropriate conversation, so that even their supposed intimates never realize 
that there's more. Sometimes they work to anaesthetize their fear with 
chemicals, or to bury it beneath an almost feverish array of activities and 
acquisitions, or to cover their terror with fine clothes and makeup.

But if you could catch them at just the right moment, they might say much the 
same thing that Frankie did to Johnny: "I'm just so afraid... afraid to be alone -- 
because I really don't like myself that much... I'm afraid of what I am -- 
because sometimes it seems so confused or weak or mean... I'm afraid of what 
I'm not -- because if others knew they'd surely reject me... and afraid of what I 
might never become – because, as hard as I try, I just don't see my character 
improving like I want it to." In short, I'm afraid that if you stripped away all the 
superficial coverings I have wrapped around my soul, you would find that I am 
WORTHLESS, and you would walk away.

"Oh, no I won't," says Johnny to Frankie, and the God of the Bible to you and 
me. "What would make you believe that even if you lost your job and all your 
money, you would still be valuable to me; that even if you became disfigured 
or ugly or crippled, you would still be the apple of my eye (Psalm 17:8); that 
even if those flaws in your character not only didn't get better, but got worse, I 
would still have hope for you. What will it take to show you how much you are 
WORTH to me?” asks God.

"If I were to show myself happy to embrace whores and thieves and lepers, 
would you finally stop being driven by the fear that you're not worthy of love? 
If I were to show myself capable of welcoming back into my arms the very 
friends who -- like you at one time or another -- have abandoned and denied 
me, would you finally stop fearing that there is something so unforgivable 
about you that you must punish its reflection in others? If I were to allow 
myself to be whipped and mocked and nailed on a cross to die -- to be 
executed in the very place that you'd belong were your sin or weakness the 
final measure of your true worth -- would faith begin to replace your fear?

"But no one would do such a thing for me," the Frankie in us wants to say. "No 



one could think me so worthy as to do all of that." But the awesome message 
of Scripture is that Someone has. Not just anyone, but the One who is in the 
best position in the entire Universe to judge what is truly worth something, has 
declared you worthy of his life’s blood. 

The Psalmist says: “I call on you, my God, for you will answer me; turn 
your ear to me and hear my prayer. Show me the wonders of your 
great love, you who save by your right hand those who take refuge in 
you from their foes” (Psalm 17:6-7). And God does answer. God does stretch 
out his hands. God does show us the wonders of his great love. For while we 
were yet sinners -- still flawed, fearful Frankie’s -- Christ died for us (Romans 
5:8). 

Remember that when you go out there on the field this week. When somebody 
fails to appreciate your gifts or seems to have so many more of the trappings of 
success and value than you… When someone stomps on your heart or rejects or 
attacks you in some painful way… When the Fear of Worthlessness comes 
running at you like an army of green giants out of the locker-room of your 
soul… Do yourself a favor; take your eyes off of your foes and take refuge in 
Someone infinitely larger and greater. Fix your eyes on Jesus. Gaze upon his 
Cross. And remember the truth that no one -- and certainly not God -- would 
lay down his precious life, if you were in reality just junk. In Jesus Christ, God 
has declared you worthy. Let that be your peace. 

Facing the Shadow of Death

I wonder sometimes whether what makes the Fear of Worthlessness so difficult 
to deal with is the fact that it is often driven by an additional fear -- that in the 
end everything we are and have will be overrun, trampled and defeated, by that 
giant foe, DEATH himself. 

Myers Hicks recounts the day that his wife presented him with a burial plot for 
his birthday. "Hmm," thought Hicks. "Unusual, but practical." When his next 
birthday came around, this time his wife gave him no gift. By now a bit nervous 
about what all this meant for his future, Hicks finally got up the courage to ask 
her, “Why no gift?” "Well, gosh, Myers," his wife said. "You didn't even use the 
last gift I gave you!"

We laugh in the face of death. We try to pretend that we feel as Woody Allen 
states: "It's not that I'm afraid to die; it's just that I don't want to be there 
when it happens." But the fear of death does shape our performance on life’s 
field. Some of us will pour a small fortune into operations and cosmetics, trying 
to hide the fact that each day we are dying a little more. Some of us adopt 
frantic schedules, driven by a subconscious sense that we must cram all the 
living we can into this week because, after all, the Clock of Mortality is 
ruthlessly ticking. Others of us become caught up in a lifestyle of superficial 



pleasures whose motto is "eat, drink, and party hearty for tomorrow we’re 
gone." Or we fall into a pattern of cynicism or depression whose creed is, "Life's 
a ditch and then you die -- so why try too hard?"

Those same cold feelings must have gripped the hearts of the first disciples 
when they saw Jesus die. For a moment they had dared to think that maybe 
there was a God with the power to turn back the forces of decay and despair 
they saw throughout their society. But then they had watched the very man 
who'd given them such hope go the way of all flesh upon a cross. Now they 
knew that even if Jesus had loved them, death ultimately seals the fate of 
everyone.

But they were wrong. They were blessedly wrong -- every bit as wrong as we 
are if we think we're worthless or if we believe that death will have the final 
word with us. For what those disciples discovered when they got to the 
graveyard one decisive day, was that reality is larger than it looks. Instead of 
meeting darkness, they encountered the brilliance of God's messenger. Instead 
of the cold closure of a sealed grave, they found the warm promise of an empty 
tomb. Instead of the faint memory of a dying man sighing, "It is finished," they 
met a risen Lord shouting: "Do not be afraid," for we've only just begun.

“Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard.” (HYPERLINK "http://
www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1:13&version=NIV"Luke 1:13)
“Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God.” (HYPERLINK "http://
www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1:30&version=NIV"Luke 1:30) 
“Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the 
people.” (HYPERLINK "http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke
+2:10&version=NIV"Luke 2:10)
“Do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more.” (HYPERLINK 
"http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+12:4&version=NIV"Luke 12:4) 
“Do not be afraid, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom.” (HYPERLINK 
"http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+12:32&version=NIV"Luke 12:32) 
“Do not be afraid, your king is coming, seated on a donkey’s colt.” (HYPERLINK "http://
www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+12:15&version=NIV"John 12:15) 
“Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified.” (Matt 28:5)
“Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid,” said Jesus. (HYPERLINK "http://
www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+14:27&version=NIV"John 14:27)

My friends, I imagine that at some point you've seen Death running across the 
field at you, perhaps knocking over or badly hurting a friend or loved one, and 
making you quake in your very shoes. But don't be fooled by his apparent size 
anymore than you are by the foe of Worthlessness. For as theologian Karl Barth 
once wrote: "The [resurrection] tells us that our enemies are beaten... [Oh] 
they still behave as though the game were not decided, the battle not fought; 
we must still reckon with them; but fundamentally we must cease to fear them 
anymore." “For I know my redeemer lives,” declares the prophet Job, “and 
that in the end he will stand on the earth. [#]And after my skin has 
been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God” (Job 19:25-26). For “He 



is not the God of the dead, but of the living,” says Jesus.

Becoming Bigger

This is what I believe Jesus says to you today: “I know your life isn’t all you 
want it to be or all its going to be. But I am at work in you and for you and 
through you. So be fearless. I know that it looks like the world's out of control. 
But I know what I am doing in history. You can trust my ultimate victory. You 
just keep doing what I’ve called you to do and be fearless. I know how hard it 
is to let go of a dying loved one, but if their hand is in mine, then one day 
you're going see them again. Be fearless. I know how miserable it is to feel your 
own body beginning to let you down, but when I raise you up, you'll be 
amazed at what the redeemed one can do. So be fearless."

At the end of the day, Jesus invites you and me to be like the mountain-climber 
who gazed at Mount Everest in 1924. Facing the opponent who'd destroyed so 
many of his comrades, the climber shook his fist in courageous defiance, 
saying: "You may seem to defeat us now, but Mount Everest, we shall someday 
defeat you, old foe, because YOU can't get any bigger, but WE can." 

The specter of worthlessness. The shadow of death. They can't get any bigger. 
But with the love and power of God -- have no fear – you and I can.

Let us pray...

Great God, we want a life rooted in faith rather than fear. Because some of us 
are dealing right now with fears over our real worth, open our eyes to the size 
of the love you poured out for us upon the Cross. Because others of us are 
tormented by fear over our own mortality, open our spirits to trust more fully in 
the resurrecting power which you once unleashed from an Empty Tomb. Send 
us out with a courageous passion to live as Jesus does, faithfully and fearlessly. 
For we pray this in his glorious name. Amen. 

Benediction

“So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the 
teachings passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter. 
May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us 
and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, 
encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and 
word.” (2 Thessalonians 2:15-17)

So that you walk from this place fearless until we meet again. And forevermore. 
Amen.
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