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Fear. Is there any more pervasive or powerful motivating force in human experience? 
 
From the moment we are born, we learn to fear the world around us, subconsciously 
fearing the stranger, sometimes even coming to fear those who are closest to us. 
Political leaders have long recognized the power of fear in ensuring our conformity to 
their grand scheme, even when this is not in our best interests. Fear of poverty, loss of 
our job and our home, is a driving force behind our economy and our political priorities. 
 
But in today’s Gospel, Jesus was not speaking of the spontaneous reaction of fear, 
that “fight or flight” response that occurs automatically in the face of danger.  Not to feel 
that fear would be unnatural.  No, Jesus is instead alluding to the fear that controls a 
person’s intentional, chosen response in the face of such danger.  At times, it can be 
responsible to avoid danger.  At other times, dangers need to be faced and endured for 
the sake of a greater good.  Jesus was insisting that discipleship – and the hope of 
eternal life – would be dangerous, but that this danger was to be faced and accepted 
courageously. 
 
Matthew uses Christ’s words to make three points: 
 

1. The message of the Kingdom of God, and the impact of Matthew’s tiny  
community of believers on the social and political structures of Antioch, might 
seem insignificant, but from those small mustard seeds of faith in action the 
Kingdom of God would eventually  blossom.  Until then Kingdom values would be 
all that matter. 

2. Physical death would not have the final word. 
3. The practical loving actions of disciples would not be carried on in a vacuum – 

work for the Kingdom would be a task shared with God, who is present, involved 
and interested, inspiring, trusting and empowering every disciple.  The apostle is 
not a faceless worker bee, but is precious to God because of their own particular 
gifts. 

 
The Jewish mind and language regularly clarified points by means of doublets – 
emphasizing a message by way of compare and contrast.  Jesus’ apparent warning to 
fear the one who can destroy soul and body in Gehenna may simply be Matthew’s way 
to emphasize, by way of contrast, that physical death was not the final threat, since 
eternal life continues after death.  On the other hand, it may be a solemn reminder, not 
that God punishes lack of faith by sending us to hell, but that God accepts, reluctantly 
to be sure, the choice of the person who freely adopts a stance contrary to the 
Kingdom values of justice, mercy and forgiveness.  Hell would then be the self-chosen, 
but eternally unsatisfying, an experience of total self-absorption and unrelenting 
loneliness flowing from our own injustice, harshness and choice not to forgive  In God’s 
profound respect for human dignity and free will, God’s love holds us to accountability 
and the choice to be courageous in proclaiming and acting on our faith!. 


