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               Pentecost 22
Standing tall:

facing the fear of failure
In the beginning…
Author Brian Cavanaugh comments on the three stages of life.
Of the young, he predicts:


“They will do something”.

Of the middle-aged, he claims:


“They can do something”.

Of the elderly, he admits:


“They might have done something”.

Then he concludes:

“But they never tried anything.”

How silly!  Never to try…never to take a chance.
Why do some people – some of us – live like that?
Why do we hesitate to take risks?

Let me guess.

Because we are afraid?  Because we fear failure?
President John F Kennedy once said:


“Failure is an orphan; no one wants to claim it.”

So we all try to avoid it.

How, though, can we face this fear…this fear of failure?

That’s our objective for today.

We’ll look briefly at how this fear affects us.
Then we’ll spend much more time exploring 

how God helps us deal with this fear.
Facing the fear of failure
1)  What we do
John Maxwell, in his book called Falling Forward,


says that “the fear of failure either makes us better or bitter”.
It made Mel Farr better.
Mel Farr is not only a member of a minority --

this successful African-American auto-dealer is one of the few 

who uses his fear of failure to drive him to success.

In an interview with the Detroit Daily News, Farr said,

“My motivation is the fear of failure”.

John Ortberg, in his popular book,


If you want to walk on water, you’ve got to get out of the boat, says:

“When I allow myself to experience the fear of failure, 
it can drive me to make the changes that will lead to success.”

For most of us, though, the fear of failure doesn’t do this, does it?
It doesn’t make us better.
It, in fact, keeps us from getting better.

It restricts us…
prevents us from experiencing all that God has planned for us.

Fear of failure prompts us to say:

· “I think marriage is wonderful, 

but I’m afraid it won’t work out…and will end in divorce.”

· “We’d love to start a family, 

but we don’t think we’ll be good parents.”

· “The job is what I want,
but I wonder if I can live up to the company’s expectations.”

· “My friend needs to know what God has done for her,
but I’m afraid I’ll offend her and hurt our friendship.”

· “I know I should help with the church’s ministry,

but I can’t see myself doing a good job.”

· “Our church is in a rut and needs to move forward,

but what if we start and fail?  What kind of testimony would that be?”
Let’s get this straight: failure isn’t the issue.
Even Ty Cobb – the best hitter in baseball’s history –


failed two out of every three times he stepped up to the plate.

Failure isn’t the problem;


the fear of failure is.

How then can we face down this fear?

2) What God does
From our nation’s past, we get many stories 
that show how Americans -- such as Henry Ford and Homer Hickam  --

 turned failure into success.
From our God, we also get a story –


a story that shows how he can help us succeed…



how he can help us overcome the fear of failure.

It’s a familiar story;

we heard it again as one of our lessons for today.

You can look at it again 
if you turn to page 970 in the pew Bible.

For many, this is the story of Peter,

the only disciple who dared to take a chance…



the only disciple who mustered the courage 




to step out of the boat and walk on the water.

Many focus their attention on Peter and his power walk.

They lift up this man – even though he did finally sink –

they lift him up as an example for us to follow.
That, of course, makes the story fit our culture, doesn’t it?

That makes the story fit on the shelf with other “how-to” books at Barnes and Noble.

That makes the story a self-improvement exercise

But that may not make it for many people;

that may not help the majority of disciples who are all stuck in the same boat --


the people who are afraid to take a chance.

Today, then, let’s redirect our attention 


and focus, not on one of God’s disciples, but on God’s only Son

Let it be for us the story of the One who shows what God does…

what God does to help fearful people like you and me improve.

The story begins with this statement:

Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat… [Matthew 14:22 NIV]
Did you hear that?
The story we are about to hear – the story set in a storm – isn’t only true;

it also wasn’t an accident.

Jesus made the disciples get into the boat.

What the poet of old once said must be true.
The steps of the godly are directed by the Lord.  He delights in every detail of their lives. [Psalm 37:23 NLT]
That’s a good line to remember 

the next time you find yourself in a storm.
It’s a good line to remember…but it’s not the story line.

The story, you see, shows us what God does when we’re afraid --

so afraid that we won’t step out and take any chances.

If you want to know

-- no, if you want to experience –


what God does for you when you’re afraid…

when you fear you’re going to fail,



then “look, listen and latch on”.

That’s the key to the story.

First of all, look – look for the God who is there.
When the disciples became terrified… 

so frightened that their mind played tricks on them



-- remember: they thought they saw a ghost --




that’s when God revealed himself.

That’s when Jesus said,


Take courage.  It is I.  Don’t be afraid! [Matthew14:27 NIV]
Actually, that’s not what Jesus said.

Oh, he urged his followers to “take courage” and “don’t be afraid”;


but he didn’t say “It is I”.

The boys in the boat knew what Jesus really said;


and one of them – a man named Matt – recorded his words.

He tells us that Jesus said εγω ειμι…”I am”
“I am”
Isn’t that what God once said to Moses?

When Moses feared he would fail…

when he felt he was unqualified to lead God’s people,



didn’t God show up and show who he was?

Didn’t God say, “I am ‘I am’”.

And when God visited our planet, 

didn’t he regularly introduce himself that way?
To people who feared they were living in a very dark world,


didn’t God’s son say “I am”…”I am the light of the world”?

To people who feared they were lost in the world,


didn’t Jesus say “I am”…”I am the way”?

And to people who feared they were dying in the world,


didn’t Jesus say “I am”…”I am the resurrection”?

To all his frightened followers…

to fearful people who fear they’re not going to make it,



the “I am” – the “’I am whatever you need’ God” – shows up.

And now for a bit of trivia that isn’t very trivial…

Matthew – the man who tells us God’s story today – was good with numbers.

He had to be.

Remember: he was a tax collector;


he had to make sure that it was he who cheated the people,



not the people who cheated him.

Matthew used 182 Greek words to tell the story.

He used 90 words for the first act –


how a storm terrified all of Jesus’ followers.
He also used 90 words for the second act –

how a storm terrified one of Jesus’ followers.

Then, in between the two acts…


In between the two sets of 90 words,



Matthew inserts two more words: “I am”.

What can you do the next time the storms of life scare the life out of you?
What can you do the next time the story of your life takes a wrong turn and terrifies you?
Look for the One who comes in the middle of the storm…
and the middle of the story.

Look for the God who is there.

One of his poets said that this

God is our refuge and strength, an ever present help in trouble. [Psalm 46:1 NIV]
Look for the God who is there, my friend;

then listen to the God who calls.

In the middle of the storm,

one of Jesus’ followers wants to know what he should do.

It was Peter who asked:


Lord, if it’s you, tell me to come to you on the water. 

That’s when the God who was there spoke…

that’s when Jesus said: Come. [Matthew 14:29 NIV]
And that’s when Peter went…

that’s when Peter stepped out of the boat and into the history books


as he strolled, not along the sea, but on it.
All that, simply because he listened to the God who called him.

What do you do when you’re in trouble?
Don’t you?  Don’t you often look for a little advice?

But do you?  Do you listen to the advice God gives?

You know, you and I have every right to expect God to guide us.

After all, we have been told:
Good…is the Lord; therefore he instructs sinners in his ways.  He guides the humble in what is right and teaches them his way. [Psalm 25:8-9 NIV]
In the middle of the storm, do we – like Peter – listen to what God says to us?
What is that?  You say that you usually can’t hear God calling?

Oh, the God who comes to us also calls out to us; 

he tells us what to do.
But it’s true – we may not hear.

We may not hear because we have not heard.

We simply do not know all that God has said to us.
We try to complete our journey through life with incomplete information…


with the few words of God we heard long ago in confirmation classes.
Folks, God has given us his word…


he’s given us a very detailed “instruction manual” for life in his world

The better we know what he has told us,

the better we know what to do in times of trouble.

Oh, we may not always hear his voice in the storm,


but we can feel his Spirit…



that tug in our hearts that indicates what we should do.

That’s the Spirit God has sent to us…

the Spirit who uses the truths of God’s word to guide you – and me – into all truth.  [John 16:13 NIV]
It, of course, would be a sin to know what God calls us to do

and then refuse to do it.

It would be a sin to stay shivering in the boat 
when God calls us to “Take courage and come”.

But it also would be a shame, wouldn’t it?
We would never discover that, even if we can’t walk on water,


we could, at least, walk through water…



through the troubled waters that are troubling us.
In the middle of a storm, 


remember to look for the God who is there,


then listen to the God who calls.

But don’t forget: you’ll also have to latch on to the God who reaches out to help.
Peter did.

Peter listens to what Jesus says…and does what Jesus does:


he walks on the water.

Then he stops looking at Jesus and starts to look like us:


he starts to fall…into deep water..
Jesus makes comments about Peter’s mistake,

but he doesn’t make Peter pay for his mistake.

Matthew, from his seat -- not ring-side but starboard-side – tells us:


Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. [Matthew 14:31 NIV]
Peter latched onto that hand –


the hand that pulled him out of the water,



put him back into the boat,




and preserved him for the bigger things and better days ahead.

That hand also reaches out to you and me

whenever we try and fail.

What God did for Peter, he also does for Paul and Mary…


or whatever your name is as a child of God.

For this is God’s promise to his people:


Though they stumble, they will not fall, for the Lord holds them by the hand.

 [Psalm 37:24 NLT]
Let’s listen to that promise again:

Though they stumble, they will not fall, for the Lord holds them by the hand.

In God’s kingdom, then. failure is not fatal.

That explains why we really don’t need to fear it.
You see, we have a process-oriented God --


a God who uses failures to process us.

Ed McManus, in an interesting book entitled Seizing your divine moment, writes this:
“Allowing us to fail is not a punishment from God, but part of God’s process for shaping us.”

Peter discovered that.
If we could see the report card that God gave Peter for his three years’ with Jesus,

we would see all the “F’s”

Peter believed he could walk on water;

he failed.

The “rock”  boasted he would never forsake Jesus;


he ran…and failed again.
Jesus set off for Jerusalem to redeem the world;


Then he stooped to wash his disciples’ feet;



Peter rejected both ideas…2 more “F’s”.

But God used all those failures to fashion Peter…

to change him into a man who later helped change the world.
That transformation was the story of Peter’s life,


a story he shares with us near the end of his life.

He tells us what God did for him…what he can do for you and me:

The God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong. [1 Peter 5:10 NIV]

God himself has a similar story.

He too used failure in his own life to fashion a fabulous future.

2000 years ago, he sent his Son to planet earth.
That, folks, wasn’t the path to success.

For God’s son, that was a demotion…not a promotion.

Things got worse.

33 years later, God executed that son on a Roman cross.
Hanging there


-- rejected by the God above him and despised by the people below him --



Jesus seemed to be a total failure.

But when the first rays of the sun revealed an empty tomb 3 days later,


God had transformed this total failure into a total success.

He used this total failure 

to totally erase the failures of people everywhere,



giving each and every one of us another chance 

to become all that God designed us to be.

At the end…
This morning, you and I have heard several good stories

-- one written by Matthew, another told by Peter --



but all inspired by God.

Have we learned anything from these stories?
In their book entitled Everyone’s a coach,


Don Shula and Ken Blanchard say this:



“Learning is defined as a change in behavior.  

You haven’t learned a thing until you take action and use it.”
Have we learned anything this morning?

Can we take some action to show that we’ve changed…


that we no longer fear failure?
Yes, we can.

No, we don’t need to make a date as we did 2 weeks ago.

We also don’t need to sign a confession like we did last week.

We only need to perform one outrageously courageous act.

An outrageously courageous act?

What in the world might that be?

You’ll have to decide what is outrageously courageous for you.

You can get some ideas, though, from this week’s study guide.

Simply open the guide…and look at the list.

What might God be calling you to do?

Whatever it is, you can be sure he’ll be there to help…

even if you fail.

Look at the list…

I think I know what he wants me to do…


but I need your help as well as God’s.

If you can do something near the bottom of the list,


I know I’ll be able to do something near the top of the list.

So this is my offer:


if, on any one Sunday next month,



you preach the sermon,




I’ll work in the church nursery all morning.

Please let me know by the end of this month.
Until then…
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