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May 13, 2018 

Luke 24:44-53 

1 John 4:13-21  Perfect Love Casts Out Fear 

 

God is love. That’s basically what we learn from John’s first letter to the 

early church. God is love. And those who love, they are part of God’s 

family. They know God. They get God. When people love like God 

does, God lives in them and they live in God. Because God is love. 

And God wants us to love. To abide in love. To be at home in love. The 

unconditional, self-giving agape love of Jesus. Love that loves no matter 

what. Love that loves and never gives up. Love that has no time for fear 

or hate. There’s no room for that in God’s love, says the author of 1 

John. Love, God’s perfect love, casts out fear.  

The writer of 1 John is telling us something we need to hear today; that 

there is no fear in love. No fear. None. Not one bit. The Greek word for 

fear is phobos. It means terror or alarm. It means trembling in your 

boots. It means running for your life with your arms flailing in the air. 

The word phobos is where we get our word phobia. And when you have 

a phobia, you have intense fear of something. My sister has a phobia of 

spiders, even fake ones. And I used that to my advantage when we were 
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kids. I have a phobia of heights. So no Ferris wheels for me. With a 

phobia, you are afraid and you won’t go near what you are afraid of. In 

the Bible, people are afraid. And they are often afraid of God. They want 

to hide from God and get away from God because they fear God’s 

punishment. And God tells people again and again, Do not be afraid. 

Over 140 times1, God says, “Do NOT be afraid. I’m on your side. Trust 

me. Have no fear.” 

Perfect love casts out fear. Perfect love throws it out the door. That’s 

what the words for ‘cast out’, eko ballei, mean. It means you take what 

is inside and throw it outside. And throw it out with force. If God’s love 

is at home in us, then fear doesn’t belong in there too. Love will not let it 

belong there. Love will throw it out. Perfect love casts out fear.  

But life without fear seems impossible. Most of us live with fear lurking 

in us. At youth group a couple of weeks ago, we talked about fear. Sara 

Busick asked us what we find ourselves fearing most. And no one said 

anything because we were all afraid of being the one to talk first. But 

                                                           
1 https://millyjonesblog.wordpress.com/2013/01/17/365-do-not-be-afraid-verses/ 



3 
 

then we started sharing our bad dreams we’d had and how they revealed 

what we are afraid of. Like that dream where you show up to class and 

there’s a test you didn’t study for. Or you are at a party and suddenly 

you don’t have on any pants. Or you can’t find your classroom. Or you 

are being chased around town by a polar bear.  

Our fears haunt us and they seem to be about two things: things that we 

CAN’T control and thing that we CAN control. We are afraid of what 

we CAN control because we are supposed to control it. We are supposed 

to get certain things right. We are supposed to wear the right thing and 

get the right job and have the right family. We are supposed to say the 

right words and have the right friends. And if we don’t, others will reject 

us, God will reject us. Kate Bowler is a professor at Duke Divinity 

school. In her book, Everything Happens for a Reason and Other Lies I 

have Loved, she talks about getting stage 4 colon cancer and how people 

tried to ‘comfort’ her by telling her that she had some control in this. 

That she should have eaten right. That she should have prayed harder. 

That God would heal her if she would repent of her sins. That she must 
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be doing something wrong because clearly this was God’s punishment 

for her. 

And we are afraid of that. We are afraid of getting things wrong that we 

are supposed to get right, that are supposed to be in our control. But we 

are also afraid of the things not in our control. We are afraid of getting 

sick. We are afraid of getting old. We are afraid of losing loved ones. 

We are afraid of what others think of us. We are afraid of what’s going 

on in the world and what parents or teachers or politicians or insurance 

agents might do to us. We are afraid of ‘what if’? “What if the worst 

happens? What if I end up in THAT class? And what if no one is my 

friend? What if I am unhappy? What if I am bored? What if I feel 

trapped?” We spend a lot of time abiding with the ‘what if’s.’ Making 

our home with them; letting them take up all the space in our lives. 

When God wants to abide with us and have us abide in love. 

In God’s love, there is no place for fear. God’s love throws fear outside. 

It tosses it away and all the ideas of punishment that go with it. Fear has 

to do with punishment, it says in 1 John. It has to do with getting in 

trouble. And we are afraid of that. The word for punishment in Greek is 



5 
 

kolasin. It means suffering for what you did wrong. It’s the word used in 

the gospels of Matthew and Mark when Jesus is arrested and beaten by 

the Roman guards. He is kolasin-ed. It’s the word used by the apostle 

Paul when he is abused on his missionary journeys. He is kolasin-ed. In 

1 John, it says in our the NRSV translation, that fear has to do with that 

punishment. But the words literally say that fear holds punishment. The 

Message translation says, fear is crippling; it brings suffering. And I 

think that gives us a bigger sense of what the author is saying. Fear has 

to do with punishment. But it IS the punishment too. It injures US. It 

hurts US. And if we make ourselves at home with fear, it will keep us 

from God’s perfect love. 

The radio program Interfaith Voices recently did a story about 

Islamophobia. They reported that hate crimes are up 15% since 2016 and 

incidents of bias are up 17%. A Sikh, who is not a Muslim, but who has 

brown skin and wears a turban, reported that when he was running the 

New York City marathon, he came to a water station. And the volunteer 

there pulled the cup of water away from him and said, “Not for you, you 

filthy Muslim.” Fear is the punishment. Fear is what keeps us from love. 
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It turns us against others made in the image of God and separates us 

from our humanity. People from El Salvadore fleeing drug cartels are 

called aliens. Syrian refugees are called ‘terrorists’ and ‘dogs’ and told 

to ‘go back where they came from.’ Fear makes room for hatred and 

malice and inhumanity. 

But 1 John says perfect love, mature love, well-developed, thoughtful 

love casts our fear. It says there is no room in here (heart) for fear 

because Christ is in here. There’s no room, so get out, fear. Scram. 

Leave.  That’s what perfect love does. It casts out fear. Because we want 

perfect love. We want love in us that is well-developed and mature. 

Because that’s the kind of love God has for us. The kind of love that 

God showed us in Jesus Christ, when we were full of fear and hatred. 

God loved us perfectly. And that perfect love is what Jesus asks us to 

abide in. That perfect love that loves neighbors and strangers and even 

enemies. If you say you love God and hate a brother or sister, you are a 

liar, it says in 1 John. Plain and simple. 

Jesus’ first disciples could have lived in fear. In those first centuries, 

they could have let fear take over, when Jesus left them and ascended 
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into heaven. In the gospel of Luke today, we hear about their last 

moments together. And in those moments, the disciples had every reason 

to be afraid. Jesus would no longer be with them. His abiding presence 

would disappear. His power to overcome death would be gone. The 

disciples would have nothing but Jesus’ promise that soon, SOON, his 

Spirit would come to them. Then one last blessing and (zip) he’s gone! 

We could understand if the disciples were afraid. We could understand 

them running away with their arms flailing and locking their doors and 

issuing threats against the world. But they didn’t. Instead, they went into 

Jerusalem with great joy. At this time when they were the most 

vulnerable and the most alone, they praised God! And not only that, they 

praised God in the Temple, the very place where Jesus was punished for 

getting God wrong and where they could be punished too. But love is in 

them, perfect love, and it casts out fear. 

It takes some kind of confidence to have that love. The letter of 1 John 

calls it boldness. It takes boldness to abide in perfect love. It takes 

boldness to throw out worry and kick out fear and say, there’s no room 

for you here. There’s only room here for love. There’s only room for 
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God. Jesus made his disciples bold before he left. It says in Luke he 

taught them about Moses and the prophets and the psalms. He helped 

them know and understand. Which is why education is so important to 

us in the Presbyterian church. Education makes us bold. It helps us see 

God’s love stretching out through time. So we aren’t held captive by 

ignorance and fear. 

After Jesus teaches them, the disciples then charge out into the world to 

challenge fear with repentance and forgiveness. These two things are the 

key to love, it says in Luke. The word for repentance is metanoia, which 

means change. It means to turn around and go a different direction. And 

forgiveness in Greek, aphiemi, it means that you let go of something, 

you stop holding on to it. Both of those things, Jesus says will stop fear. 

Starting over and beginning again. That’s what love is about. That’s 

what God is about. 

Recently I read a story about two sisters who, after sixty years, met up 

with their high school bully. Kathleen and Lorraine sat down for coffee 

with Bruce, and they tried to piece together what had happened all those 

years ago. None of them could explain why the girls were shunned by 
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everyone in grade school. No one ate lunch with them or made plans 

with them or sat with them on the bus. They couldn’t go to dances or 

participate in sports because no one would interact with them. They 

knew all too well the punishment of fear. It was terrible, Lorraine said, 

“the whole school was against us. Not just one or two, the entire school. 

Not one person talked to us. It was like we had the plague.” Bruce 

remembered flattening himself against the wall when the sisters passed 

by. He remembered laughing. “We were cruel,” he said. “And for no 

reason, other than to follow the crowd.” Bruce, now a podiatrist, had 

been plagued by guilt for what happened for years. It was Bruce’s wife, 

Tammy who looked up Kathleen and Lorraine and arranged for them to 

meet. At the coffee shop, Bruce stood off in a corner trying to regain his 

composure as the sisters waited at a table. Finally, Lorraine shouted out 

to him, “I forgive you.” Bruce broke into tears. “I’m so ashamed, but so 

glad you are here so I can apologize.” As they shared and talked 

together, Lorraine said, “This is a beautiful thing. It’s like a beautiful 

grace. It’s just wonderful that a person from 60 years ago can ask for 

forgiveness. It’s like a miracle to us. It’s a healing to us.”  
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Perfect love casts out fear. It casts out hatred. It casts out resentment and 

prejudice and all the ‘what ifs’. There is no room for any of those when 

we abide with God. When we abide in love. There is only room for 

repentance and forgiveness. To start over and begin again. To love one 

another again and again. May God’s love be perfected in all of us. 


