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“Do not be afraid! God is with us!” 

We heard this message on Easter Sunday, when the angel told the women and 

guards at the tomb: “Do not be afraid,” and then later the risen Christ told the 

disciples: “Remember I am with you always.” (Matthew 28) 

So “Do not be afraid! God is with us!” is our theme for the season of Easter, as 

we find ourselves in the coronavirus pandemic. Over the seven weeks of 

Easter you’ll hear this message in various ways from throughout the Bible. 

Today is the fourth Sunday of Easter.  

We’ve chosen several Scripture verses that proclaim the message, but there 

are many more wonderful passages that we won’t have time to preach on. I 

want to share a few of them with you. 

In Isaiah 43, God offers comfort to the exiles, saying: 

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are 

mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you. –Is. 43:1-2 

These words are the inspiration for the wonderful hymn we sang earlier, 

“How Firm a Foundation.” 

Just before battle, God’s word comes to Joshua: 

Be strong and courageous; do not be frightened or dismayed, for 

the Lord your God is with you wherever you go. --Joshua 1:9 

I remember long ago a woman telling me that her then-deceased husband said 

these words to himself every day as he fought in the battles of WWII. 
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And perhaps the best loved reading in the Bible is Psalm 23, the good 

shepherd psalm. At the core of that affirmation we proclaim: 

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are 

with me….        --Psalm 23:4 

So there is a lot of biblical affirmation to the message “Do not be afraid, God is 

with us.”  

Today our reading comes from the little book of Philippians, a letter that the 

apostle Paul wrote. Our reading is at the end of the letter. Listen for God’s 

word:  

4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5 Let your gentleness be 

known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Do not worry about anything, but in 

everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be 

made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, 

will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  8 Finally, beloved, whatever 

is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 

pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is 

anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 

“Rejoice in the Lord always.” Always? I don’t know about you, but sometimes I 

struggle with what Paul. He shared some challenging ideas about women and 

slaves, that need some serious unpacking.  

As for “rejoicing always,” my first reaction is to say to Paul: “We’re in a 

pandemic. People are dying, people are losing their jobs, and there’s no end in 

sight.  Rejoicing always seems a little tone deaf, Paul.” 

But as we reflect on his words and context, if we unpack things a bit, I think 

we can find some good news and encouragement.  

First, we need to remember that Paul wrote this from jail, where he faced the 

very real possibility of being killed. And jail 2000 years ago was a hard place 

to be: no constitutional rights or phone calls to the lawyer, no air conditioning, 

no TV.  

So if Paul is able to rejoice here maybe he’s on to something.  

Paul was able to rejoice and be thankful in horrible conditions because he was 

good at something which most Presbyterians aren’t very good at. Focusing on 
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Jesus. In the 100 or so verses of this letter, Paul mentions Jesus 40 times. He is 

rooted and grounded in God’s love-made-flesh in the person of Jesus.  

By making this choice to focus on Jesus and on the gospel of peace and healing 

and hope, Paul was able to overcome fear, and to live with joy and thanks.  

In Philippians, Paul invites his listeners to rejoice in Jesus and to be thankful. 

Here’s a different translation of our text, from the Common English Bible: 

4 Be glad in the Lord always! Again I say, be glad! 5 Let your gentleness show in 

your treatment of all people. The Lord is near. 6 Don’t be anxious about anything; 

rather, bring up all of your requests to God in your prayers and petitions, along 

with giving thanks.  

Interesting side note: Some scholars think gentleness could be translated as 

generosity. “Let your generosity show in your treatment of all people.”  

So in prison, Paul has the strong conviction that God is near, and this 

conviction gives him courage. He is still very aware of his dire predicament, 

and he is praying about it, asking for God’s help. But he’s also giving thanks. 

I feel like this is what we need to be doing these days: Praying urgently for our 

dire predicament, not ignoring the hurt, the challenge or the fear at all.  

So we call out to God to help us, to give us strength to help ourselves and each 

other… And as we’ve pondered in our Psalms class on Wednesday with some 

lament psalms, it’s OK to cry out to God in fear and anger and confusion. 

Along with all those prayers, we can also give thanks. Just like Paul discovered 

in prison, the bad news is not the only news. There is much for which we can 

be thankful even in the midst of this crisis  

Being thankful helps us to not be 

overwhelmed by fear and being 

thankful encourages the people 

around us.  

So in that spirit, I invite you to get 

a piece of paper, or to start a new 

document on your device, to list 

three things for which you are 

thankful.  
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I am thankful for creation. Lately I’ve been enjoying walks and bike rides. It’s 

great to be outside, with the flowers and the birds.  

 

And in many places around the world, air pollution has greatly diminished. 

Presbyterian Mission Co-worker Jed Koball shared images from his apartment 

in Lima, Peru, saying he could see mountains in the distance for the first time.. 

I’m also thankful neighbors and kind things 

people are doing.  

If we take time to look beyond the bad news, 

there is a lot of goodness and kindness out 

there. 

Like the six year-old kid who wanted to have a 

lemonade stand this year, but now he’s got a 

socially distant drive by or walk by joke stand. 

He’s sharing awesome jokes like “What is red, 

white, and blue? A sad candy cane.” 

https://www.goodnewsnetwork.org/boy-starts-joke-stand-to-spread-laughter-during-quarantine/ 

Or did you hear about the New 

York city college student who 

used post it notes to write “HI” in 

her apartment window? She 

struck up a conversation with 

elderly neighbors, and she ended 

up baking them cookies and 

sending them hand-written notes.  

https://www.goodnewsnetwork.org/student-uses-stickie-notes-to-befriend-elderly-couple-in-quarantine/ 

https://www.goodnewsnetwork.org/boy-starts-joke-stand-to-spread-laughter-during-quarantine/
https://www.goodnewsnetwork.org/student-uses-stickie-notes-to-befriend-elderly-couple-in-quarantine/
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I’m thankful for the ways people are being kind to each other.  

And I’m thankful for generosity. People are buying meals for hospital workers 

and first responders. People are asking how to best use their stimulus checks 

for the common good. People are wanting to support Covenant and to support 

our neighbors in need.  

And I’m newly thankful for teachers and schools, as are millions of parents 

who suddenly are at-home teachers. The internet lots of great posts.  

One parent shared: Teachers should be paid like a billion dollars. 

Another person shared: 

My neighbor is in her driveway kneeling behind her minivan, peeling off 

her “My son is an honor student” bumper sticker. And it’s just the first 

week of at-home school. 

So we are very grateful for our teachers and schools.  

And I’m thankful for our church, for the ways we keep being the church even 

though the building is closed.  

• People are calling, writing, and praying 

• People are learning new technology to stay connected  

• People are being patient, kind, and caring.  

We can be grateful even in 

challenging circumstances.  

Being thankful will help us 

be less fearful and being 

thankful will encourage 

other people.  

I remember years ago, 

visiting a woman well into 

her nineties. She was in 

hospice care, nearing the end of life, after a long and slow decline. She missed 

her husband terribly. She missed seeing her kids every day. And she knew she 

was going to die.  
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But every time I went to visit, she told me how thankful she was to God for her 

family, for the hospice staff, for the church, for the cards, for the birds, for the 

food.  

I’m grateful for the examples all around us of thankful joyful people, who help 

lift us out of our bitterness and negativity.  

So I invite you, if you don’t already to be intentionally thankful during your 

day.  

Maybe pausing before you eat, to at the very least say “thank you God.”  

Maybe as you lie down to sleep, looking back over the day and giving thanks 

for three things.  

Maybe when you wake up, thank God for the gift of the new day and ask God 

to help you see the good and be thankful. 

In just a few minutes, we’re going to have communion together. One word for 

communion is “eucharist” which means “thanksgiving.”  

So as we share the bread of life and the cup of salvation, we are giving thanks 

for God’s love for the world, and for God’s promise to be with us always. 

Amen.  

 

Let us pray.  

Thank you God for this day. Thank you God for the life death and resurrection of 

Jesus, the one who teaches us and lead us forward. Free us from fear, give us 

courage, and faith, and kindness, and love. Amen.  


