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Why Are We Afraid?

a crew of recent recruits, felt a seismos that shook them to the core. He 

used the word on only two other occasions: once at Jesus’ death when 

Calvary shook (Matt. 27:51–54) and again at Jesus’ resurrection when 

the graveyard tremored (28:2). Apparently, the stilled storm shares 

equal billing in the trilogy of Jesus’ great shake-ups: defeating sin on the 

cross, death at the tomb, and here silencing fear on the sea.

Sudden fear. We know the fear was sudden because the storm was. 

An older translation reads, “Suddenly a great tempest arose on the sea.” 

Not all storms come suddenly. Prairie farmers can see the formation 

of thunderclouds hours before the rain falls. This storm, however, springs 

like a lion out of the grass. One minute the disciples are shuffling cards 

for a midjourney game of hearts; the next they are gulping Galilean sea 

spray. 

Peter and John, seasoned sailors, struggle to keep down the sail. 

Matthew, confirmed landlubber, struggles to keep down his breakfast. 

The storm is not what the tax collector bargained for. Do you sense his 

surprise in the way he links his two sentences? “Jesus got into a boat, 

and his followers went with him. A great storm arose on the lake” 

(8:23–24 ncv). 

Wouldn’t you hope for a more chipper second sentence, a happier 

consequence of obedience? “Jesus got into a boat. His followers went 

with him, and suddenly a great rainbow arched in the sky, a flock of doves 

hovered in happy formation, a sea of glass mirrored their mast.” Don’t 

Christ-followers enjoy a calendar full of Caribbean cruises? No. This 

story sends the not-so-subtle and not-too-popular reminder: getting 

on board with Christ can mean getting soaked with Christ. Disciples 

can expect rough seas and stout winds. “In the world you will [not 

‘might,’ ‘may,’ or ‘could’] have tribulation” ( John 16:33, brackets mine).
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Christ-followers contract malaria, bury children, and battle addic-

tions, and, as a result, face fears. It’s not the absence of storms that sets 

us apart. It’s whom we discover in the storm: an unstirred Christ.

“Jesus was sleeping” (v. 24 ncv).

Now there’s a scene. The disciples scream; Jesus dreams. Thunder 

roars; Jesus snores. He doesn’t doze, catnap, or rest. He slumbers. Could 

you sleep at a time like this? Could you snooze during a roller coaster 

loop-the-loop? In a wind tunnel? At a kettledrum concert? Jesus sleeps 

through all three at once!

Mark’s gospel adds two curious details: “[ Jesus] was in the stern, 

asleep on a pillow” (Mark 4:38). In the stern, on a pillow. Why the first? 

From whence came the second? 

First-century fishermen used large, heavy seine nets for their work. 

They stored the nets in a nook that was built into the stern for this 

purpose. Sleeping upon the stern deck was impractical. It provided no 

space or protection. The small compartment beneath the stern, how-

ever, provided both. It was the most enclosed and only protected part of 

the boat. So Christ, a bit dozy from the day’s activities, crawled beneath 

the deck to get some sleep. 

He rested his head, not on a fluffy feather pillow, but on a leather 

sandbag. A ballast bag. Mediterranean fishermen still use them. They 

weigh about a hundred pounds and are used to ballast, or stabilize, the 

boat.2 Did Jesus take the pillow to the stern so he could sleep, or sleep 

so soundly that someone rustled him up the pillow? We don’t know. But 

this much we do know. This was a premeditated slumber. He didn’t 

accidentally nod off. In full knowledge of the coming storm, Jesus 

decided it was siesta time, so he crawled into the corner, put his head on 

the pillow, and drifted into dreamland. 
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His snooze troubles the disciples. Matthew and Mark record their 

responses as three staccato Greek pronouncements and one question. 

The pronouncements: “Lord! Save! Dying!” (Matt. 8:25).

The question: “Teacher, do You not care that we are perishing?” 

(Mark 4:38).

They do not ask about Jesus’ strength: “Can you still the storm?” 

His knowledge: “Are you aware of the storm?” Or his know-how: “Do 

you have any experience with storms?” But rather, they raise doubts 

about Jesus’ character: “Do you not care . . . ”

Fear does this. Fear corrodes our confidence in God’s goodness. We 

begin to wonder if love lives in heaven. If God can sleep in our storms, 

if his eyes stay shut when our eyes grow wide, if he permits storms after 

we get on his boat, does he care? Fear unleashes a swarm of doubts, 

anger-stirring doubts. 

And it turns us into control freaks. “Do something about the 

storm!” is the implicit demand of the question. “Fix it or .  .  . or .  .  . or 

else!” Fear, at its center, is a perceived loss of control. When life spins 

wildly, we grab for a component of life we can manage: our diet, the 

tidiness of a house, the armrest of a plane, or, in many cases, people. 

The more insecure we feel, the meaner we become. We growl and bare 

our fangs. Why? Because we are bad? In part. But also because we feel 

cornered. 

Martin Niemöller documents an extreme example of this. He was 

a German pastor who took a heroic stand against Adolf Hitler. When 

he first met the dictator in 1933, Niemöller stood at the back of the 

room and listened. Later, when his wife asked him what he’d learned, he 

said, “I discovered that Herr Hitler is a terribly frightened man.”3 Fear 

releases the tyrant within.
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It also deadens our recall. The disciples had reason to trust Jesus. By 

now they’d seen him “healing all kinds of sickness and all kinds of dis-

ease among the people” (Matt. 4:23). They had witnessed him heal a 

leper with a touch and a servant with a command (Matt. 8:3, 13). Peter 

saw his sick mother-in-law recover (Matt. 8:14–15), and they all saw 

demons scatter like bats out of a cave. “He cast out the spirits with a 

word, and healed all who were sick” (Matt. 8:16).

Shouldn’t someone mention Jesus’ track record or review his résumé? 

Do they remember the accomplishments of Christ? They may not. Fear 

creates a form of spiritual amnesia. It dulls our miracle memory. It makes 

us forget what Jesus has done and how good God is. 

And fear feels dreadful. It sucks the life out of the soul, curls us into 

an embryonic state, and drains us dry of contentment. We become 

abandoned barns, rickety and tilting from the winds, a place where 

humanity used to eat, thrive, and find warmth. No longer. When fear 

shapes our lives, safety becomes our god. When safety becomes our 

god, we worship the risk-free life. Can the safety lover do anything 

great? Can the risk-averse accomplish noble deeds? For God? For oth-

ers? No. The fear-filled cannot love deeply. Love is risky. They cannot 

give to the poor. Benevolence has no guarantee of return. The fear-filled 

cannot dream wildly. What if their dreams sputter and fall from the 

sky? The worship of safety emasculates greatness. No wonder Jesus 

wages such a war against fear.

His most common command emerges from the “fear not” genre. 

The Gospels list some 125 Christ-issued imperatives. Of these, 21 urge 

us to “not be afraid” or “not fear” or “have courage” or “take heart” or “be 

of good cheer.” The second most common command, to love God and 

neighbor, appears on only eight occasions. If quantity is any indicator, 
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Jesus takes our fears seriously. The one statement he made more than 

any other was this: don’t be afraid. 

Siblings sometimes chuckle at or complain about the most common 

command of their parents. They remember how Mom was always say-

ing, “Be home on time,” or, “Did you clean your room?” Dad had his 

favorite directives too. “Keep your chin up.” “Work hard.” I wonder if 

the disciples ever reflected on the most-often-repeated phrases of 

Christ. If so, they would have noted, “He was always calling us to 

courage.”

So don’t be afraid. You are worth much more than many sparrows. 

(Matt. 10:31 ncv)

Take courage, son; your sins are forgiven. (Matt. 9:2 nasb)

I tell you not to worry about everyday life—whether you have 

enough. (Matt. 6:25 nlt)

Don’t be afraid. Just believe, and your daughter will be well.  

(Luke 8:50 ncv)

Take courage. I am here! (Matt. 14:27 nlt)

Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  

(Matt. 10:28)

Do not fear, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give 

you the kingdom. (Luke 12:32)

Don’t let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God, and trust also in 

me. . . . I will come and get you, so that you will always be with me 

where I am. ( John 14:1, 3 nlt)
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Don’t be troubled or afraid. ( John 14:27 nlt)

“Why are you frightened?” he asked. “Why are your hearts filled 

with doubt?” (Luke 24:38 nlt)

You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are 

not alarmed. (Matt. 24:6 niv)

Jesus came and touched them and said, “Arise, and do not be 

afraid.” (Matt. 17:7)

Jesus doesn’t want you to live in a state of fear. Nor do you. You’ve 

never made statements like these:

My phobias put such a spring in my step.

I’d be a rotten parent were it not for my hypochondria.

Thank God for my pessimism. I’ve been such a better person 

since I lost hope.

My doctor says if I don’t begin fretting, I will lose my health.

We’ve learned the high cost of fear. 

Jesus’ question is a good one. He lifts his head from the pillow, steps 

out from the stern into the storm, and asks, “Why are you fearful, O you 

of little faith?” (Matt. 8:26). 

To be clear, fear serves a healthy function. It is the canary in the coal 

mine, warning of potential danger. A dose of fright can keep a child 

from running across a busy road or an adult from smoking a pack of 

cigarettes. Fear is the appropriate reaction to a burning building or 

growling dog. Fear itself is not a sin. But it can lead to sin.
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If we medicate fear with angry outbursts, drinking binges, sullen 

withdrawals, self-starvation, or viselike control, we exclude God from 

the solution and exacerbate the problem. We subject ourselves to a posi-

tion of fear, allowing anxiety to dominate and define our lives. 

Joy-sapping worries. Day-numbing dread. Repeated bouts of insecurity 

that petrify and paralyze us. Hysteria is not from God. “For God has 

not given us a spirit of fear” (2 Tim. 1:7).

Fear may fill our world, but it doesn’t have to fill our hearts. It will 

always knock on the door. Just don’t invite it in for dinner, and for 

heaven’s sake don’t offer it a bed for the night. Let’s embolden our hearts 

with a select number of Jesus’ “do not fear” statements. The promise of 

Christ and the contention of this book are simple: we can fear less 

tomorrow than we do today. 

When I was six years old, my dad let me stay up late with the rest 

of the family and watch the movie The Wolf Man. Boy, did he regret 

that decision. The film left me convinced that the wolf man spent each 

night prowling our den, awaiting his preferred meal of first-grade, red-

headed, freckle-salted boy. My fear proved problematic. To reach the 

kitchen from my bedroom, I had to pass perilously close to his claws 

and fangs, something I was loath to do. More than once I retreated to 

my father’s bedroom and awoke him. Like Jesus in the boat, Dad was 

sound asleep in the storm. How can a person sleep at a time like this? 
Opening a sleepy eye, he would ask, “Now, why are you afraid?” 

And I would remind him of the monster. “Oh yes, the Wolf Man,” he’d 

grumble. He would then climb out of bed, arm himself with super

human courage, escort me through the valley of the shadow of death, 

and pour me a glass of milk. I would look at him with awe and wonder, 

What kind of man is this?
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Might it be that God views our seismos storms the way my father 

viewed my Wolf Man angst? “Jesus got up and gave a command to the 

wind and the waves, and it became completely calm” (Matt. 8:26 ncv).

He handles the great quaking with a great calming. The sea becomes 

as still as a frozen lake, and the disciples are left wondering, “What kind 

of man is this? Even the winds and the waves obey him!” (v. 27 ncv).

What kind of man, indeed. Turning typhoon time into nap time. 

Silencing waves with one word. And equipping a dying man with suf-

ficient courage to send a final love message to his family. Way to go, Dee. 

You faced your share of seismos moments in life, but in the end you 

didn’t go under.

Here’s a prayer that we won’t either. 
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