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We Survived 

Fear Factor 
May 17, 2020 

 

Hey everybody.  It sure is great to see at least 

part of our auditorium filled up today with our 

“live studio audience.” As Shannon said, thank-

you for being here and for being willing to 

follow our guidelines.  

 

I’ve missed you all. 

 

And to those who are watching online, I miss 

you, too. And thank you as well.  

 

I appreciate the effort you’re making to stay 

connected with us because we’re all suffering 

from “Zoom fatigue” at some level these days. 

And that extends to watching “church online.”  

 

• It’s not easy to do, especially if you have 

little kids running around the house while 
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you’re trying to engage.  

 

• It’s not easy to do because “online church” 

just isn’t the same as being in the room. It’ll 

do in a pinch (or in a pandemic), but it’s 

just not as fulfilling. 

 

Of course, that’s not too surprising because, as I 

mentioned last week, the Greek word that Jesus 

used when He invented “church” – and, by the 

way, let’s not forget that church is His idea, not 

ours … 

 

The very word that Jesus used to define 

“church” – ecclesia – literally means “an 

assembly” or “a gathering.” 

 

By definition, “being a church” requires 

assembling, or meeting together. It requires 

shoulder-to-shoulder and face-to-face 

interaction on a regular basis with others who 

also follow Jesus.   

 



3 
 

To put it another way, there’s no such thing as a 

church that doesn’t ever gather.  

 

That’s why, even in countries where 

Christianity is outlawed, Christians figure out 

how to do it even if they have to do it in secret. 

 

In fact, right now in China, where almost all 

evangelical churches have been shut down not 

by coronavirus but by the Central Committee of 

the Communist Party, Christians are gathering 

together outside the church building to hold 

services. 

 

All that to say …  

 

• What we’re having to do right now is not 

normal 

 

• It’s not easy  

 

• It’s not very healthy (spiritually speaking) 
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• And, over the long-haul, it’s probably 

unsustainable for most of us. 

 

Now, hopefully, we’re moving closer to some 

semblance of “normal” – and we’ll get there 

sooner rather than later.  

 

But, in the meantime, thank you for making the 

effort to stay connected in this way, whether 

you’re wearing a mask in our “live studio 

audience” or watching online. 

 

Problems in Rome 

 

Now, part of the reason I’m raising this issue is 

that not only is “gathering together” important 

to all of us (especially now that we can’t do it in 

the way we used to) …  

 

Gathering together as a church body was also 

very important to a rather eclectic group of 
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Christ-followers in the first-century city of 

Rome.  

 

In fact, it was the emotional intensity 

surrounding those gatherings that led the 

Apostle Paul to write them a letter; a letter that 

is contained in our New Testament known as 

“the Book of Romans.” 

 

And last Sunday we started looking the part of 

his letter where Paul directly addresses those 

meetings. And we’re going to look at that again 

today and also, in the two messages that follow. 

 

And the reason we’re basing this entire series on 

this passage is because, as our pastors have 

thought about what it looks like for us – for 

North Heartland – to move towards “gathering 

together” again, we kept being drawn back to 

what Paul tells them. 

 

Furthermore, what Paul tells them actually has 

a great deal of application beyond the church 
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setting ... 

 

… which is why, even if you’re not a Christian; 

even if you’re not part of a church anywhere, 

you should consider what he says because what 

he says about how to relate to people with 

whom you don’t see “eye to eye” is a 

gamechanger. 

 

So, let me do a quick synopsis of the situation in 

Rome for those who may have missed last 

Sunday’s message or may have forgotten some 

of the details.  

 

Basically, the problem came down to the fact 
that some of the church members were Jewish 
by heritage and some were not. They were, as 
the Jewish people referred to them … Gentiles.   

 

Now, because we are so far removed historically 

and culturally, that might not sound like a big 

deal to us, but for them it was huge.  

 

Here’s why: 
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The Jewish men and women in that church had 

grown up attempting to observe all of the Laws 

of Moses, including the Ten Commandments (of 

course), as well as the 637 regulations 

concerning … 

 

• What to eat, what not to eat 

 

• What to wear, what not to wear 

 

• What was work, what was not work  

 

• Which days were considered holy and 

which days were not … 

 

… and so on.  

 

There was a lot of ritual involved in being 

Jewish.  

 

And I don’t say that to be critical. It’s just how it 
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was – and still is for Orthodox Jews today. 

 

On the other hand, the Gentiles – the non-Jewish 

men and women – in that church had none of 

that in their personal history. In fact, many of 

them grew up worshiping idols and 

participating in pagan rituals that were 

diametrically opposed to those of the Jewish 

people. 

 

And now, because all of them had, through 

various means … 

 

• Heard about Jesus of Nazareth (who had 

been crucified some 25 years earlier)  

 

• And come to believe that He was God-in-

the-flesh (because He had risen from the 

dead after that crucifixion) 

 

They were all part of what Paul called “the 

mystery of the Body of Christ”i … the church … 
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the ecclesia … 

 

… which, of course, meant that they had to meet 
together regularly (because that’s what 
churches do!) which, as you might expect, led to 
a clash of cultures.  

 

Specifically, because the Gentile Christians 

understood that salvation is “by grace alone, 

through faith alone, in Christ alone” it was easy 

for them to accept that it wasn’t necessary to 

follow Jewish religious customs in order to be 

made right with God.  

 

So, they didn’t.  

 

• They never thought twice about what they 

were eating.  

 

• And they never recognized any of the 

Jewish “holy days” that are spelled out in 

the Hebrew Bible.  

 

Now, to be fair, at this point, the Jewish 
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Christians no longer believed their customs and 

rituals were what made them right in God’s 

sight. They, too, believed salvation was “by 

grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ 

alone.” 

 

However, as you and I know, old habits die hard.  

 

And we get our feelings hurt; we get offended 

whenever someone criticizes our traditions or 

our family or how we’ve been raised. 

 

So … when these Jewish Christians and Gentile 

Christians came together to worship in homes 

all over Rome (which is how they did it in those 

days), that’s what was happening.  

 

The Gentile Christians were running the show 
without regard for the feelings of their Jewish 
brothers and sisters.  

 

And not only that, they were doing so 

arrogantly.  
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“You are all just a bunch of spiritual 

weaklings. You’ll never embrace the 

freedom that is in Christ because you are 

so tied to your heritage and to the Law of 

Moses. You just need to get over that and 

be like us. 

 

“Here, have a hot dog.” 

 

Now, obviously, they didn’t really say that. I 

don’t think hot dogs had been invented yet. 

 

But, because Christian worship gatherings at 

that time included a meal, whenever the 

gathering was held in a Gentile home (which, for 

reasons I explained last week, was most of the 

time), the host did serve some kind of meat: 

 

• Meat that might have come from an animal 

that had been sacrificed to an idol. 

 

• Meat that, at the very least, was not kosher. 
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And not only could the Jewish Christians 

literally not stomach that, they were hurt and 

offended and, eventually, angry over what the 

Gentile brothers and sisters were saying about 

them.  

 

So, they pushed back and got a little snarky, too, 

which is why, as I said earlier … 

 

• There was a lot of emotional intensity 

being generated by their gathering 

together as a church 

 

• And why Paul wrote them a massive letter 

designed to keep them from 

(metaphorically) killing each other and 

(literally) killing the church … 

 

… a massive letter in which Paul systematically 

lays out their differences and their strengths 

and weaknesses as Jews and Gentiles so that he 
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can make this one singular point: 

 

“Therefore,” he writes … 

 

Therefore, accept each other … 
 

If you’re in the room or watching online would 

you read that with me again out loud? 

 

Therefore accept each other … 
 

“Quit the one-upmanship; quit the bickering; 

quit the gotchas” … 

 

Accept each other … 

 
… just as Christ has accepted you 
… 

 

“… which, if you’re thinking straight, ought to 

amaze you because whether you’re a Jew or a 

Gentile you’re still a sinner through and 

through. Even though you come from very 

different spiritual backgrounds, you commit the 
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exact same sins. You offend God in the same 

exact way.” 

 

“But Jesus accepted you anyway. So, do the same 

for each other. 

 

Accept each other just as Christ has accepted 
you … 

 

… so that God will be given glory. 
  Romans 15:7 (NLT) 

 

And that’s the whole point of the whole letter.  

 

Accept each other just as Christ has accepted 

you, so that God will be given glory … 

 

… which sounds a whole lot like one of Jesus’ 

prayers that his followers would experience the 

kind of unity that would prove to the world that 

the Father had sent Him.ii 

 

That was the heart behind what Paul wrote. 
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Guidelines for Peace 

 

And, that’s my heart, too, our church moves 

slowly towards normal. It’s the way all of our 

pastors – Ladell, Shannon, Julie, Mica and 

Andrew – feel. 

 

We desperately want our church to experience 

that kind of unity in spite of our differences – 

and we do have differences when it comes to 

this coronavirus thing. We want to be accepting 

of one another because it brings glory to God 

and, quite frankly, a lot less stress to every 

single one of us. 

 

But that’s not an easy task which is why Paul 

had to give very specific instructions to this 

group of believers 2,000 years ago; instructions 

that we believe still have relevance to us today. 

 

So, let’s dive into those. And let’s pick it up 

where we did last week … 
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… in the first verse of chapter 14, where Paul 
writes: 

 

Accept the one who is weak in 
faith, but not for the purpose of 
passing judgment on his 
opinions.  Romans 14:1 (NASB) 

 

Now, as I said last week, I think Paul’s 

terminology here is meant as sarcasm.  

 

I don’t think he himself is calling anyone “weak” 

because that would be a pretty dumb strategy 

when you’re trying to get two opposing sides to 

reconcile. After all, no one wants to be labeled 

“weak.” It’s a sure way to put them on the 

defensive. 

 

So, I don’t think Paul was doing that. 

 

Instead, I think he is sarcastically quoting what 

the Gentile Christians had very likely been 

saying about the Jewish Christians – that they’re 
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weak in faith. 

 

And I think a good clue to that is in the next 
sentence he writes: 

 

One person has faith that he may 
eat all things … 

 
And who is that person? That would be a 

Gentile. 

 

… but he who is “weak” eats 
vegetables only. Romans 14:2 
(NASB) 

 

… and, who would that person be? It would be a 

Jewish believer-in-Jesus.  

 

But that really doesn’t matter. 

 

What matters, Paul writes, is that … 

 

The one who eats is not to regard 
with contempt the one who does 
not eat … 
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And I think what he is saying here in these few 

sentences would have been understood as … 

 

“You Gentiles who think you are so strong 

in faith, let’s see how strong you really 

are.” 

 

“I challenge you to accept your Jewish 

brothers and sisters in Christ who you 

consider to be weak in faith. I challenge 

you to hang out with them and engage with 

them without passing judgement on them 

and without looking down on them even 

though they aren’t as ‘free’ as you are 

about what you eat and what days you 

think are holy.” 

 

But he doesn’t stop there. He immediately turns 

to the Jewish believers and says … 

 

“You guys and gals are not off the hook either 
because …” 
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… the one who does not eat is not 
to judge the one who eats, for 
God has accepted him. 
 Romans 14:3 (NASB) 

 

In other words, “stop acting like you’re more 

spiritual than your Gentile brothers and sisters 

in Christ because of what you do and don’t do. 

God has already accepted them, so you are to 

accept them, too.” 

 

And, it was at this point last week that I drew the 

analogy to our current situation as a 

congregation.  

 

Because we’re all coming from different places 

emotionally, physically, financially, spiritually, 

philosophically, and temperamentally, we’re 

going to disagree about what is appropriate.  

 

• At one end of the spectrum some of us are 

going to be worried that, as a church, 
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“we’re going too far too fast and 

unnecessarily putting people (and our 

community) in grave danger.”  

 

In fact, some of us at this very moment are 

uncomfortable and concerned that we 

decided to have a live studio audience 

today. 

 

• At the other end, some of us are going to be 

disappointed that “we’re being too 

cautious, because this whole thing has 

been so overblown – at least in our area.”  

 

In fact, some of us at this very moment 

think that by requiring people to wear 

masks while here, we’re just bowing down 

to the government.  

 

And please don’t hear what I’m not saying. I’m 

not being critical of either end of the spectrum 

(or anywhere in the middle) because I’m 

somewhere on that line, too. I have an opinion, 
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too, just like everyone else. 

 

My reason for laying it out like that is to say that 

… 

 

• We – you and me, people who call North 

Heartland “home” – are in great danger of 

looking at one another with contempt 

because we’re pro-mask or anti-mask.  

 

• We’re in great danger of condemning one 

another simply because we believe 

different things about how safe it is to go 

back to work and hydroxychloroquine and 

Anthony Fauci and President Trump and 

whether or not its racist to call this thing 

“the Chinese coronavirus” … and the list 

could go on and on. 

 

• We’re in great danger of (metaphorically) 

killing each other and killing the church 

over this coronavirus thing. 
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And if you think that’s an exaggeration, you’re 

not spending enough time on social media … 

which I do not recommend but, even a few 

minutes reading what so many Christians are 

posting about one another clearly validates my 

point.  

 

It’s heartbreaking.  

 

So, Paul says – and he is echoing what Jesus had 

said 30 years before him – “whichever side you 

are on, do not condemn or judge those who are 

on the other side when it comes to these non-

essential matters.  

 

And, as we saw, he roots his strong command 

firmly in what Jesus has done for those who 

believe in Him: because He accepted you, you can 

accept them. 

 

In other words, because you have not been 
condemned and judged for your shortcomings, 
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you are therefore able to avoid condemning and 
judging others for theirs. 

 

And we talk about that kind of thing all the time 

around here.  

 

We say, “you can only give to someone else what 

you yourself have already received.” 

 

We say … 

 

• Loved people love 

• Forgiven people forgive 

• Blessed people bless 

 

And that’s all very true. 

 

And it’s why we need to spend much time 

contemplating and singing (as we did in 

worship a while ago) about how God has loved 

us, forgiven us, and blessed us in Jesus. We need 

to have that concept planted firmly in our hearts 

and minds so that we can live out of it and offer 
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to others what we have been given. 

 

What Drives Us 

 

But, to be totally honest about myself and 

probably every other Christian I know, in 

everyday life, in moment-by-moment 

experience, that is very rarely our first impulse 

when we encounter someone from “the other 

side.”  

 

Instead, in spite of what Paul and Jesus tell us to 

do, almost always, our first impulse is to judge 

or condemn. 

 

I’ve been thinking about this a lot in recent days 

– why this is true … 

 

So, I’ve tried to pay closer attention to my 

emotions and the words that go through my 

mind and sometimes come out of my mouth as I 

encounter people and ideas that don’t align with 
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my opinions on this coronavirus situation. 

 

And I’ve tried to pay attention to the emotions 

and words I observe coming out of others as they 

encounter people and ideas that don’t align with 

theirs. 

 

And what I’ve noticed – and I could be wrong 

about this because I’m not an expert in 

psychology – what I’ve noticed is that … 

 

So much of my initial response (and the initial 
response of others) seems to be driven by fear. 

 

Let me say that again.  

 

So much of my initial response and the initial 

response of others seems to be driven by fear. 

 

As Dr. Robin Goodman, the clinical psychologist 

we heard in the video right before this message 

put it:  
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“For many of us, this is the most traumatic 
event we have witnessed in our lifetimes and it’s 
normal to feel a range of emotions.”  

 

In other words, this is a scary time we’re going 

through, and we shouldn’t minimize that.  

 

There’s an immediate and constant danger 

we’re all facing at some level, whether it’s … 

 

• Danger to our health or the health of 

someone we love 

 

• Danger to our career or the business we 

own 

 

• Danger to our children’s education and 

psyche 

 
• Danger to our psyche as we distance 

ourselves from others 

 

• Danger to our personal finances 
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• Danger of our government getting too 

used to the level of power it now has 

 
• Danger of our citizens and businesses 

becoming too dependent on government 

handouts and bailouts 

 

And the list could go on and on. 

 

Now, as I said in a message way back when this 

thing began, those dangers are always there. We 

just don’t have to think about them in “normal 

times.” 

 

But these are not normal times. Right now – and 

it’s been this way for months – those things are 

right up in our mask-covered faces. They are 

ever-present with us. 

 

And when there is danger, the normal response, 

initially, is fear. 

 

Now, when we fear something what do we do? 
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If you’re a parent you’ve done this hundreds of 

times. 

 

We try to protect ourselves and others by taking 
control. 

 

And sometimes you can actually do that. If 

you’re a parent, you physically remove your 

child from the situation and problem solved. 

 

Unfortunately, in this circumstance, we can’t 

control a virus.  

 

• We can’t see it. 

 

• We still don’t know exactly how it spreads 

or exactly what it does.  

 

• We don’t even know if someone has it.  

 

• We don’t have a vaccine 

 

• And the jury is still out whether there is a 
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drug that can stop it in its tracks. 

 

And not only can we not control the virus, we 

can’t control what it and the fear of it is doing to 

everyone and everything else.  

 

So, the reality is, we’re in danger and we’re 

afraid of lots of things – maybe not the same 

things from person to person, but lots of things. 

However, we can’t handle it like we normally do. 

We can’t really control anything right now. 

 

So, we opt for a substitute that gives us a sense 
of being in control – judging and condemning 
those on the other side. 

 

Here’s how it works. Here’s how it plays out.  

 

And I’m going to give you a real live coronavirus 

illustration; one that typifies how probably half 

of us who are part of North Heartland see things. 

 

Step 1. I’m afraid of something bad happening.  

 



30 
 

Let’s say, for example, I’m afraid that “the cure 

will be worse than the disease”; that more 

people (including me and the people I know and 

care about) will be hurt – and even die – because 

of the shutdown than because of the virus itself.  

 

Step 2. I believe certain behaviors will lead to 
that bad thing. 

 

If we don’t open up our economy soon … if we 

keep telling people they have to wear masks 

because it’s really bad out there … if we 

overhype this thing so that people just kind of 

drop out … 

 

This shutdown will continue and what I fear will 

happen: many people will be hurt, and some 

might even die. 

 

Now, here’s the kicker. 

 

Step 3. You are in favor of those behaviors and 
may already be doing them. 
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I see stupid posts on your FB page all the time 

about how bad this is and how everyone needs 

to wear a mask or they’re from hell; how 

President Trump is a liar and telling people to 

drink bleach (“which is not what he said”). 

 

And then I see people on “your side” on TV 

“saying we’re going too fast, we’re going too 

fast” and I see politicians on your side enforcing 

what amounts to a police state. 

 

That’s step three in the process. You’re in favor 

of everything I think is going to produce “the 

bad thing” and even doing it yourself. 

 

Step 4. Therefore, you must be judged and 
condemned. 

 

You must be shamed and silenced; you must be 

metaphorically killed, so that my fear doesn’t 

become reality. 

 

So, I post what an idiot you are.  
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Or I write responses to articles in the Star from 

people who take your side and I get into stupid 

discussions and online arguments with people I 

don’t even know. 

 

--------------- 

 

Now, before anyone gets upset because my 

example is from “the conservative side,” I could 

just as easily play out this exact same pattern 

from “the liberal side.”  

 

So, don’t hear what I’m not saying. BOTH SIDES 

– all of us – are guilty of following that same 

asinine pattern. 

 

And the reason it’s asinine – and I use that word 

on purpose – is that it doesn’t work! 

 

5. Nothing happens beyond a temporary and 
false feeling of control.  
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• It’s false, because you’re not going to stop 

thinking what you think and doing what 

you do just because I shame you for it. 

 

• It’s temporary because you’re going to 

keep believing and doing what you do. 

 

Oh, one more thing happens. 

 

6. Our relationship is damaged – and maybe 
even permanently – over something far less 
important … 

 

… something that is only temporary.  

 

Like everything else, this too – this coronavirus 

– shall pass. 

 

Again, I’m no psychologist. This is just what 

seems to be happening to me and to others I’ve 

observed over the past two months.  

 

The obvious question is … why do it? Why do it? 
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Why not, instead of going all the way through 

this pattern to an end that only makes us all 

madder and more frustrated than we were 

before and doesn’t accomplish anything (unless 

we somehow literally do kill everyone who 

disagrees with us!) 

 

Instead of doing that, why not deal with the real 
problem right at step one? Our fear. 

 

Then, we could let other people think what they 

want to think and do what they want to do.  

 

Oh, we’ll still have an opinion. We’ll still think 

we’re right and they’re not. And we might even 

be … right.  

 

But we’ll avoid making everything worse than it 

needs to be.  

 

Listen! This thing is already scary enough and 

bad enough without destroying the one thing 
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that’s going to outlast it; the one thing we need 

more than anything else – our relationships 

with each other. 

 

Face Your Fears 

 

Ok, Rick, that makes sense. But how do we cut 

this off at step one? 

 

Well, we just sang about it earlier in this service. 

 

“My fear doesn’t stand a chance when I stand in 

your love” which is just another way of saying 

what one of Jesus’ best friends meant when he 

wrote “perfect love that comes from God casts 

out fear.” 

 

The way we cut this off at step one is by giving 

our fears … 

 

• To the God who loves us with a perfect 

love. 
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• To the God who has said “I will never leave 

you or forsake you.” 

 

• To the God who says 365 times in the 

scripture – once for each day of the year – 

“fear not for I am with you.” 

 

Fear not … not because there is nothing to be 

afraid of and it’s all going to be OK. Maybe it will 

and maybe it won’t. 

 

Fear not … because there is … 

 

• Someone who is greater than this 

coronavirus 

 

• Someone who is greater than life 

 
• Someone who is greater than death 

 
• Someone who loves you too much to 

abandon you no matter what happens.iii 



37 
 

 

So, as we close this out today, I invite you to 

consider two questions. 

 

First, do you see this pattern at work in your life? 

 

Do you see how your fear can drive you to lash 

out at another person when it’s really not about 

them at all? They’re just a convenient lightning 

rod for you to dump all your emotion on to. 

 

If you do, maybe you should repent of that – 

which means to change how you think about it 

so that you can change how you’re acting.  

 

Second, what are you really afraid of right now? 

 

I mean you personally – not what your tribe tells 

you to be afraid of but you personally. What 

keeps you up at night? What really gets you 

going when someone says or does something 

against that? 
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So, in the next few minutes our band is going to 

do a song that will speak to the things we’re 

afraid of. 

 

But before they do, I want you to bow your head 

and close your eyes and ask yourself … “what is 

it that I’m afraid of right now?” 

 

Just make a mental list. 

 

And as the band does this song just imagine 

yourself lifting that up and giving it to God – just 

turning it over to Him. 

 

Ok, here we go. 

 

 

Endnotes 

 

 

i My term based on Eph 3:6 
ii John 17:23 
iii From Andy Stanley’s video of April 2020 Calm in the Storm. 

 

https://store.northpoint.org/pages/calm-in-the-storm-by-andy-stanley

