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IS FEAR A SIN? 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Mark 9:30-37 

 

Jesus Again Foretells Death, Resurrection 

30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. And he did not want anyone 

to know, 31 for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is going 

to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him. And when he is killed, after 

three days he will rise.” 32 But they did not understand the saying, and were afraid to 

ask him. 

 

Who Is the Greatest? 

33 And they came to Capernaum. And when he was in the house he asked them, 

“What were you discussing on the way?” 34 But they kept silent, for on the way they 

had argued with one another about who was the greatest. 35 And he sat down and 

called the twelve. And he said to them, “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all 

and servant of all.” 36 And he took a child and put him in the midst of them, and 

taking him in his arms, he said to them, 37 “Whoever receives one such child in my 

name receives me, and whoever receives me, receives not me but him who sent me.” 
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On January 28, 1986, the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded 73 seconds after lift-off. 

At that time I was serving as the pastor in a church in California. The church had a 

preschool, and the classroom was just down the hall from my office. I wasn’t watching 

the shuttle launch on TV, but like many other school-age children across the country 

that day, our preschool class did watch the launch. When the kids saw the explosion 

on TV, I doubt they understood what had happened. But the teacher understood. She 

came down to my office suddenly, obviously upset. Everyone in America knew that 

one of the seven astronauts on board the Challenger that day was a schoolteacher. 

There was of course an investigation into why the Challenger exploded, killing 

everyone on board. The Rogers Commission determined that the cause was the failure 

of an O-ring. A small seal, not much more than a washer, had failed to do its job. The 

launch was so greatly affected by something so small. The tragedy wasn’t caused by 

something huge, like a puncture in the rocket booster or a hole in the cabin, or the 

failure of an engine. The launch was affected by something as small as the failure of a 

small seal.  

 

Sometimes it’s the small things that defeat us, including sins that seem small. Can a 

threat to your joy be something small? Can a threat to the mission of the church be 

something small? Some sins seem so small, that they’re considered normal, 

acceptable, justifiable, perfectly reasonable. They’re so reasonable and to be 

expected we’re not even sure they are sins. But maybe then they’re like the O-ring on 

the Space Shuttle Challenger. 

 

One of these O-ring sins is recorded in Mark 9:32. “But the disciples did not understand 

the saying and were afraid to ask Him.” What saying did the disciples not understand? 

They didn’t understand what Jesus had told them, Mark 9:31. “The Son of Man is going 

to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill Him. And when He is killed, 

after three days He will rise.”  

 

The disciples did not understand this saying. But that was nothing new. Especially when 

it came to Jesus’ parables. They’d had a hard time understanding any of them. But 

they’d made it a habit to ask Jesus the meaning of His parables.  
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This time the disciples could have asked several good questions. Jesus, who is going to 

kill you? Who is going to hand you over? Is there nothing we can do to protect you? 

Where will it happen? What can we do to minimize your worry about us? How can You 

rise unless all believers rise? When You rise again, where may we find You? 

 

They didn’t ask any of those questions. They didn’t ask any question at all about the 

meaning of Jesus’ statement. Why not? Because “they were afraid to ask Him.” They 

were afraid. So, then the next thing you know they’re talking about which one of them 

is the greatest. They’re talking about securing their position in the coming kingdom. 

They’re not talking about Jesus, or their concern for His life, or what the future holds for 

Jesus’ work. They’re talking about securing their own place in the kingdom of God. 

Being afraid does that. Fear does that. If fear doesn’t paralyze you, then it drives you 

to overreact, to look out only for yourself.  

 

But is fear really a sin? What if it’s justified? Well, folks back in October of 1929 may 

have had the same thought. For weeks the major newspapers had quoted prominent 

leaders as saying there was too much speculation in the stock market. Stock prices 

were too high, they said. Stock prices were inflated, they said. That wasn’t the whole 

truth. The thing was, production was as high at that time as it had ever been. Factories 

were working at full tilt. The unemployment rate was low. Folks were buying things. 

Stock prices may have been inflated through speculation, but they weren’t all that 

much out of line with reality. But the more the media quoted prominent leaders as 

saying there was too much speculation and the stock prices were inflated, the more 

people believed it. The more they became afraid. So, when folks began to dump their 

stock, to sell at whatever price they could get, and then others believed that their 

fears were justified. They sold their stocks, too. The stock market panic had begun. 

That’s what it was: panic, fear. Causing folks to overreact, to look out only for 

themselves. Fear does that.  
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Fear has a way of preventing us from seeing the difference between a threat and an 

opportunity. Fear has a way of causing us to react impulsively or irrationally. Fear has a 

way of narrowing our vision so that we can’t see the possibilities. That’s why it’s hard to 

be compassionate when you’re afraid.  

 

Is being afraid a sin? Someone has said that the phrases “Do not fear” and “Don’t be 

afraid” occur in the Bible 365 times. I don’t know if that true, but even a quick look 

through a concordance reveals that those phrases occur in the Bible a lot. At the 

stilling of the storm, Jesus said to His disciples, “Why are you afraid? Have you no 

faith?” Jesus said to Jairus when his daughter died, “Do not fear. Only believe.” These 

verses would seem to say that the opposite of faith is not doubt. It’s fear. Is fear a sin? 

Yes, at least the kind of fear, the kind of panic that paralyzes us into inaction or that 

drives us to overreact in such a way as to look out only for ourselves.   

 

But we have a God who never panics, who never freaks out. Never. When King Herod 

ordered that the babies in Bethlehem be killed, God did not panic. When they tried to 

kill Jesus in Nazareth and later when the Pharisees plotted His death, God did not 

panic. When John the Baptist was beheaded, God did not panic. In the Garden of 

Gethsemane, God did not panic. When Jesus took His last breath on the cross and it 

appeared to His disciples that everything was over, God did not panic. When 

Christians endured persecution in the early days of the church, God did not panic. No 

matter how bleak things may look to us, God never panics. Never.  

 

Jesus did not intend to send the disciples into panic mode when He told them that He 

would be killed. He was merely preparing them. He was trying to focus them on Himself 

because they were about to go through some pretty scary things, like Jesus’ arrest 

and crucifixion. For Jesus was about to gain for them peace with God, assurance of 

God’s perfect love for them. Perfect love drives out fear. God is love. God is that 

perfect love that drives out fear, by placing our focus on Himself, on His cross and 

empty tomb for our joy. Soon He would not merely be telling the disciples the steps He 

would take to gain for us joy. He would take those steps, of being delivered into the 

hands of men, suffering under Pontius Pilate, crucified, killed, and buried, and rise in 

three days. He wanted them to know what those steps were all about.  
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This joy gained for us by the steps Jesus took, gives us an alternative to being 

paralyzed by panic or to overreact out of fear. No, we have an alternative. This joy 

Jesus has gained for us enables us to take our own step. To take a small step forward 

even when we’re afraid… to do an act of compassion… to take another step in 

mission… to receive a child in Christ’s name… to welcome a stranger.  

 

Freaking out and panicking is the way of the world. Paralysis of inaction and 

overreaction to look out for oneself are the ways of the world. But the joy Jesus gives 

us, grace under pressure, a calm joy in Jesus, enabling us to step over our fears, is 

puzzling to others, perhaps puzzling enough for them to become curious, so that God 

may use us as a door to restore to others the joy of their salvation. 

 

Amen 


