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The Washington Post came out with an article two years ago about our biggest fears.  It was an 
incredibly enlightening article for me as I wondered what kept Washingtonians awake at 
night. I assumed it was esoteric issues, or impending policy decisions, or preschool 
admissions applications. But the article listed the ten things we are afraid of . . . public 
speaking, heights, bugs and snakes, drowning, blood and needles, claustrophobia, flying, 
strangers, zombies, darkness, clowns, and ghosts. The article said that Democrats are 
apparently twice as likely to be afraid of clowns! 
 
When I planned this sermon series on fear, I figured it would be helpful for the anxious 
climate in Washington around the election. But it turns out that I needed to plan this sermon 
series to help you get through your fears around Halloween!  The list of fears, I compiled 
looks nothing like the Washington Post’s biggest fears, but maybe that is just because the Bible 
doesn’t say much about bugs, snakes, clowns, and ghosts. Regardless, for four sermons we 
are going to tackle the fear of change, fear of the future, fear of failure, and fear of death.  
Thankfully, the Bible does have something significant to say about each of these. 
 
Today’s topic, the fear of change is perfect for the week in the year when the Presbyterian 
Church celebrates Reformation Sunday. This is the Sunday closest to the date when, 499 
years ago, Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses on the church door demanding changes to the 
churche’s doctrine and practices. This is when Luther effectively began the Protestant 
Reformation. This is where our history as Presbyterians traces our roots, hinged on the 
motto “Semper Reformanda,” always reforming or more accurately “always being reformed 
by God.”   
 
So in theory, at our core, as reformed Christians, we are a people who embrace change. We 
say, “Change is healthy, change is important, change is even providential.” Take Moses for 
example. Change, more than anything else, is what Moses wanted. Change is what he had 
prayed for daily. And finally one day God listened. Moses saw that burning bush while he 
was out tending sheep, and when he heard the Lord speak to him about changes that were 
coming, he was thrilled.   
 
Remember, Moses was the baby who had been saved by Pharaoh’s daughter, the Egyptian 
princess, but he was a Hebrew, an Israelite and was supposed to have been killed with the 
other Hebrew baby boys. He grew up in the comfort of the palace, but he knew these were 
not his people. He saw how his people were enslaved and tortured in Egypt and one day he 
ended up murdering an Egyptian for beating a Hebrew. People found out about it and 
Pharaoh tried to kill him so he fled from the land and when we meet him in this text, he is 
found tending sheep in Midian. This is when the Lord speaks to Moses from the burning 
bush and says, “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard 
their cry on account of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings and I have come to deliver 
them from the Egyptians and to bring them out of that land to a good and broad land, a 
land flowing with milk and honey.” 
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Change was a-coming!  “Fantastic news,” says Moses, “It’s about time.  Those Egyptians are 
horrible. Way to go, God, rescuing the Israelites at last!” But then the second shoe drops.  
God’s plan for bringing about this monumental change . . . involved Moses.  God says, “I’m 
so glad you like the idea of rescuing your enslaved relatives, I am actually thinking of sending 
you to Pharaoh to get them out.” 
 
“No, no, no, who am I?” argues Moses. “I am no change agent.  I am no prophetic preacher.  
I am just a lowly shepherd with a stutter. I like the idea in principle, God but you need to 
come up with a better execution plan.” Moses wanted change until it involved him too 
closely—that is often how it goes. But why was Moses afraid? Because he was outnumbered?  
Because he did not have the skills?  Or just because did not know what the outcome would 
be?  Or is it that he was afraid of change, afraid of the future, afraid of failure, and afraid of 
death . . . all at the same time?  The reality is that Moses has every right to be afraid of each 
and every one of those things—because from the moment of the burning bush onward, 
major changes were coming, and the future would be wild and unpredictable. He would 
experience major failures and disappointments, and then eventually Moses would die 
without achieving this mission of getting the Israelites to the Promised Land. 
 
So before Moses realizes all of this and makes a run for it, God delivers some important and 
reassuring news. It is a promise, in fact. A promise for him as he faces the impending 
changes, the uncertain future, the almost inevitable failures, and his own ultimately death.   
Exodus 3:12 and I am going to use the King James Version.  God says, “Certainly, I will be 
with you.”  The NRSV version drops the word “certainly.”  But it is important that the 
promise of God’s presence is a certain thing.  “Certainly, I will be with you.”  God’s first 
promise to Moses is the same as Jesus’s last promise to the disciples: “I will be with you.”  
Do not be afraid Jesus says to his disciples for, “Certainly, I will be with you.”  Do not be 
afraid God says to Moses for, “Certainly, I will be with you.”   
 
This is one of those promises we would like to have branded into our hearts and minds.  
Immanuel, God with us. Change is coming. Change is always coming. It is our reality, 
whether we like it, love it, or loathe it. But the certain promise we have received from 
God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is that God will be with us in the green pastures ahead 
and the dark valleys, which follow and all the way back beside the still waters.   
 
But Moses was still afraid so God decided to do a little object lesson with him to prove his 
point. I imagine it as a glorified children’s sermon. So God asks Moses a question, “What’s 
that in your hand?” Moses answers, “A staff.” God says, “Throw it on the ground.” So he 
throws the staff on the ground, and it becomes a snake. (We are afraid of snakes remember, 
a snake was the symbol of Egyptian power.) The text says, “Moses drew back from it.” I’ll 
bet he did. Then the Lord said to Moses, “Reach out your hand, and seize it by the tail.” So 
he reached out his hand and grabbed it, and it became a staff in his hand again.   
 
Moses did not think he had it in him to face the Pharaoh and the Egyptians or the power to 
release the Israelites from slavery. God was showing him that certainly God Almighty, with 
miraculous strength and power, would be with him. He was abundantly equipped.  Well, you 
know the rest of the story. Moses used that ordinary staff to perform mighty acts. That staff 
brought down the plagues, parted the Red Sea, led the people, drew water from the rock, 
and won battles all with that staff—because certainly, God was with him. With that simple 
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object held in his hand, he was empowered and commissioned by God to face fears, handle 
change, and inspire faithfulness from God’s people.   
 
This is a story that keeps on repeating itself.  Who am I, asks Mary when angel Gabriel visits 
her and tells her the news. Yet Mary with only the things she had within her—a willing spirit 
and an open heart—had just the right tools to mother the Christ child.  Or the first disciples 
with their boats and fishing nets had just the right tools to become fishers of men.  Or the 
young boy with his loaves and fishes had just the right gifts to bless the crowds of people.  
This is God’s lesson to us all, that whoever you are and whatever you have, it is enough. It is 
enough for the changes you are facing. It is enough for the changes our society is facing. It is 
even enough for the changes the church is facing.   
 
Change might not even be the root of the problem, for I believe people are actually 
remarkably resilient at dealing with changes when they do come.  If God had just picked up 
Moses and put him before Pharaoh, I am sure Moses would have risen to the occasion 
without all the back and forth arguing with God about it. Our fears are more around the 
things that have not even happened, the changes that might come. We are more afraid of the 
idea of change than change itself. What keeps us up at night are the “what ifs.”  What if I 
lose my job?  What if my pension isn’t enough? What if I get sick? What if my house burns 
down?  What if the next President makes everything worse?  What if . . . fill in the blank with 
the things you actually worry about in the middle of the night.   
 
These things are called nightriders. The worries and fears that keep us riding around in our 
minds at 3 a.m., running down rabbit hole after rabbit hole, getting ourselves worked up 
about the mere possibility of change. A pastor once said when you are up in the middle of 
the night thinking and over thinking, instead of counting sheep, you should talk to the Good 
Shepherd.  
 
Maybe the advice here—when we face fears about the changes which may or may not be 
coming—is to remember we have a Good Shepherd in the first place.  So even if the what 
ifs DO happen, and the changes ahead bring hardship, suffering, and years of wandering in 
the wilderness, as they did for Moses . . . the Good Shepherd’s promise remains true.    
 
Christians, do not be afraid. Changes will come. But God’s promise is certain—I will be with 
you, from now until the end of the age. And that should help you sleep better at night.   
 
Amen.   


