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As some of you know I grew up as the youngest child in a very high achieving family.  In fact, 

my two brothers and one sister who are six, seven and ten years older than me were excellent 

students in school, and were gifted in sports and in being leaders. 

 

Being a youngest child I have always been one who would rather be around people than 

spending time in books and learning.  I am a verbal, experiential learner.  No matter how hard I 

tried I was never good at subjects like math.  In fact, I remember getting a “D” in geometry when 

I was in 10
th

 grade. 

 

Since academics was not always my first choice, and because taking standardized tests was my 

nemesis, I often felt as if I was not a smart as my siblings and as many others.  And because of 

that I often was filled with fear that I would fail in school and that I would not get into college. 

 

The good news was that when I did get into college that I actually did better as a student since I 

could study and focus more on the subjects that better matched my gifts.  In fact if I could take a 

class where I could write a paper or make a presentation I would often get a high grade.  To take 

non essay tests was often not as good. 

 

And yet even when I got into graduate school at the seminary I often worried about failing.  In 

fact my senior year, as I was writing a major paper in my required New Testament Romans class  

where I needed to use lots of Greek words and definitions, I was panicked that I might fail the 

class, not graduate, and never be a pastor.  Yes, I can be a worrier. 

 

So I kept going to see my professor, asking him questions, wondering about how strict he would 

be, clarifying whether I was using the Greek words right, etc.  He could tell by my frequent visits 

to his office and talking to him after class, that I was afraid and panicked. 

 

When the paper was finally turned in I remember my fear and anticipation as I waited to hear 

how I had done.  When it finally came back with a passing grade the professor also kindly typed 

a sheet of comments back to me.  In his kind words he said, “Nathan is a much better student 

than he thinks he is.” 

 

That’s where a lot of fear comes from, doesn’t it?  In many cases we have convinced ourselves 

that we are not good at something—that we will fail if we try—so we choose to avoid those 

things.  And yet in many cases we are better than we think we are. 

 

In my life God performed a miracle in me by helping me to overcome many of these fears.  And 

yet even today I still often worry if I am leading in the right way, or if my words will be received 

right in a message, or if my ideas will ever work, or if people will like me. 

 

And yet one of the major ways that God has helped, and is continuing to miraculously help me 

overcome my fears, is through putting me in places and in giving me opportunities to have to do 



those things that may have been more uncomfortable.  Stepping out in faith and taking on new 

challenges is often the only way to overcome these fears. 

 

In the Bible, of course, we have many stories of people who God called out of their comfort 

zone, and out of what they thought they were capable of doing, into some scary new and 

challenging things.  God often called people to do things they were fearful and panicked of—so 

they would have to rely completely on him by faith. 

 

From Moses who gave God this excuse that he could not lead the Children of Israel out of Egypt 

because he could not speak very well; to Jonah who ran away from God’s call to preach to the 

people and ended up in a big fish; to Peter who out of fear denied Jesus by the fire that night, 

God used these people in unique ways. 

 

And in our one of our Scripture reading for today from 2 Corinthians 12:8 we are reminded of 

the Apostle Paul, how in his previous life he was actually persecuting and fighting against 

Jesus—and yet when God miraculously converted him and changed Paul to a Christ-follower 

God sent him out as his apostle, as the greatest missionary for Jesus to ever live. 

 

And yet Paul himself admitted that he was not very well prepared and was not the best candidate 

for this calling.  All indications are that Paul was short, that he was not very good looking, and 

that he had some eye disease that he often referred to as his “thorn in the flesh.” 

 

He also admitted that he had prayed many times that this ailment would be healed but God did 

not answer that prayer.  And so he, a broken and sinful man, a man without great charisma, 

without great political slickness or maneuvering, God chose for this mission. 

 

And yet Paul said that it was only through his weakness, through his lack of great talent, that he 

learned that God could make him strong.  Paul learned that by himself he would always be 

lacking, but in community with God and with other believers, he did not need to fear. 

 

Paul said, “Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take this (thorn in the flesh) from me.  But he 

said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’” 

 

“Therefore,” said Paul, “I will boast all the more about my weakness, so that Christ’s power 

may rest on me.  That is why for Christ’s sake, I delight in weakness, in insults, in hardships, in 

persecutions, in difficulties.  For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 

 

My friends, these words and realization from Paul should be a great encouragement for each one 

of us.  For when we may be afraid of following his call, or may be afraid of things that may 

threaten us, or for which we don’t feel we have skills, God may still be able to use us in some 

amazing ways. 

 

The key is if we are willing to rely on God and not ourselves.  Whether we are willing to step out 

in faith and try new things.  Whether we are willing to rely on others to help and guide us.  God’s 

miracle of taking away our fear does not happen by hiding from what is scary, but by stepping 

into our fears, by learning from them, and by gaining confidence through experience. 

 

I’m sure that many of you remember the Bible account of Peter wanting to walk on the water.  

When Peter saw Jesus walking on the water, Jesus told him to get out of the boat and walk to 

him.  So Peter charged into the water with excitement and joy. 



 

But as he walked on the water Peter began to take his eyes off Jesus.  He saw the wind and 

waves that were all around him.  He began to think to himself, “Wow, what am I doing?  I’m not 

able to walk on water.”  And as his fears and doubts multiplied, he began to sink like a rock. 

 

Ah, but then Jesus reached down his hand and lifted Peter on top of the water again.  And as 

Peter again focused his eyes on Jesus, and on Jesus’ miraculous love and power, he was again 

able to walk on the water.  Jesus truly has the power to help us do what seems impossible. 

 

I know that right here at Messiah that there are many who are doing things, or are involved in 

ministries, that you never thought were possible.  Some of you have been or are presently part of 

a Bible study never thinking you could ever talk about the Bible or about your faith in Jesus. 

 

Some of you have been trained as Stephen Ministers and you never thought you would be able to 

provide a listening and caring ear for another.  Some of you read Scripture in worship, help serve 

communion, serve as an usher or greeter, teach or help with Sunday School, yet you never 

thought you could do these public kinds of things. 

 

And some of you have stepped forward as leaders, as people who have a vision for yourself and 

for God’s church, as people who are actually walking across rooms and telling others about 

Jesus, yet not too long ago you thought that you would be the last person to do these things. 

 

Jesus is performing many miracles in this place—he is helping many face various fears and 

anxieties, and is helping them venture out in new ways.  If we keep our eyes and faith on Jesus it 

is amazing what he is able to do in your life. 

 

One week after my graduation from the seminary I was ordained as a pastor, and that very next 

week we moved to the little town of Maynard, MN.  I still remember turning off of Highway 7 

onto Highway 23 by Clara City, pulling off on the shoulder, getting out of the U-Haul truck as 

Kim who was following got out of our car. 

 

We stood on that road, six miles from town and said to each other, “Are you ready for this?”  As 

a young couple we’d never lived in a small town—Maynard was 450 people then.  And me a 

marginal student who often put myself down, and was afraid of failing, was now going to pastor 

two churches all by myself. 

 

In our fear of feeling totally unprepared, and in our fear of what will these coming days and 

years bring, we needed to look to Jesus.  As very young, inexperienced people, in our weakness 

we needed to look to God, to other people of faith, to help us.  And in that God helped us through 

our many fears—and 35 years later is still guiding us in new ways each day. 

 

My friends, what fears are you facing today?  Are you afraid of the economy, of finding a new 

job or career, of getting married or becoming a parent for the first time, of starting college or 

graduate school, of making that big presentation, of leading your business or company in a new 

direction or way; of buying more land and growing your farm operation? 

 

Remember that it is okay to be fearful—because in your weakness you then need to look to Jesus 

for your help and strength.  Step into your fears, relying on Jesus, so he may bless you with his 

miracle of being able to overcome your fears. 

 


