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CFCW – 03/22/2015 
 

“Have No Fear of Them” 
(Matthew 10:16-23) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Those who are familiar with Church History are aware that persecution has always been a part 
of following Jesus.  The blood of the martyrs has always been the seed of the Church.  In the middle of 
the second century AD (around 155 AD), a violent persecution erupted in Smyrna in Asia Minor (modern 
Izmir in Turkey).  During the persecution, Christians were killed by wild animals as part of games being 
held in Smyrna.  But the Christians who were martyred showed such bravery in the face of death that 
the crowds decided they needed to kill the leader of the church in Smyrna.  The bishop of Smyrna in 
those days was a man named Polycarp.  Polycarp was renowned for his godly and consistent life.  He 
had been personally discipled by the Apostle John and his faithful teaching of the Apostolic Gospel 
turned many away from the heresy of Gnosticism.   When he realized the danger, Polycarp fled and was 
able to hide for a time.  But he was finally captured and went with the soldiers saying, “God’s will be 
done.”   Here is an account of Polycarp’s response when he was threatened to be burned at the stake if 
he did not deny Christ:    
 

The proconsul pressed Polycarp to have pity on his old age: "Swear by the fortune of Caesar, say 
'Away with the atheists!'". The martyr, sternly looking round on the assembled heathen, 
groaned, and looking up to heaven said, "Away with the atheists!" "Swear then, now," said the 
proconsul, "and I will let you go; revile Christ." Then Polycarp made the memorable answer, 
"Eighty and six years have I served Him, and He has never done me wrong; how, then, can I 
blaspheme my King and my Saviour!"1 

 
Polycarp was tied to the stake and the pyre was set on fire.  But a wind blew the flames away from him 
so that he was burned but not killed by the fire.  Eventually, he was stabbed to death by the Roman 
executioner.   All who witnessed the execution of Polycarp marveled at the courage of this elderly 
follower of Jesus.   
 Persecution is a terrible thing.  I think the death of Polycarp brings this out.  Unlike some in the 
early Church who wanted to die a martyr’s death, Polycarp did not want to die.  He was just like you and 
me.  He was afraid and he fled and tried to hide.  But even though he was fearful, his fear of death 
didn’t cause him to deny Christ.  Why was Polycarp willing to be burned to death at the stake rather 
than deny Christ?  I think the answer we must give is that Polycarp feared God more than he feared 
men.  Now that is God’s intention for every follower of Jesus—that we would fear Him to such a 
degree that we no longer fear man.  We will see this truth as we study our passage together this 
morning.   
 
Background 
 
 For the last two Sundays, we have been studying Jesus’ teaching concerning MISSIONS (ministry) 
in Matthew 10.  Matthew 10 is the second of five major sections of Jesus’s teaching recorded in the 
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Gospel of Matthew.  In Matthew 10, Jesus is preparing His twelve disciples for their first “mission trip” 
throughout the region of Galilee in northern Israel.     

As part of the preparation for this trip, Jesus gives His disciples principles for ministry.  But He 
also prepares them for the reality that those who boldly declare the Gospel of Jesus Christ will face 
persecution.  And as we said last week, we know that Jesus wasn’t only preparing His disciples.  Jesus 
was preparing His Church in every age for the work of ministry and the reality of persecution.    
 As we continue our study of Matthew 10 this morning we are going to see once again that 
Jesus is the Good Shepherd.   He knows our hearts and our fears.  Persecution intimidates us and 
tempts us to falter.  And so in 10:26-33, Jesus teaches His twelves disciples (and us!) that we have no 
need to fear persecution.   
 
MIM: Christians should not fear persecution, but should instead trust God and remain faithful to Jesus. 
 
In our passage this morning we see four reasons why Christians shouldn’t fear persecution: 
-They will be vindicated by God 
-God is greater than man 
-God watches over His children 
-Loyalty to Jesus is rewarded 
 

I. Reason #1—They will be vindicated by God (10:26-27) 
 

Matthew 10-26-27- “So have no fear of them, for nothing is covered that will not be revealed, or hidden 
that will not be known. 27 What I tell you in the dark, say in the light, and what you hear whispered, 
proclaim on the housetops.” 
 

A. Looking at 10:26a, Jesus says “So have no fear of them.”  Looking at the context it is clear 
that the “them” Jesus is referring to is the “courts” and “synagogues” who would flog them 
(10:17) and the “governors” and “kings” before whom they would have to witness about 
Jesus (10:18).  So Jesus is saying, “Have no fear of those who will persecute you.”  Why 
shouldn’t the disciples fear those who would persecute them?  Jesus tells them in 10:26b- 
“for nothing is covered that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be made known.”  
  

B. In other words, Jesus is saying that there is coming a day of revelation when the all the 
secrets of mankind will be revealed.  The Jewish authorities might have plotted against 
Jesus in secret (cf. Mark 3:6), but the day was coming when their betrayal would be made 
known to all.  In the same way, those who have conspired against Christians throughout 
history and those who do so in our own day will also be exposed.   There will be no secrets 
on the Day of Judgment.  And on that day, it will be made very clear to all who belongs to 
God and who does not.   

 
a. Jesus is saying that Christians might be persecuted and schemed against and 

abused in this life—but they will be VINDICATED in the life to come.  The Lord 
Jesus encouraged the church in Philadelphia with this same reality in Revelation 3:8-
9. 
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Revelation 3:8-9- “I know your works. Behold, I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to 
shut. I know that you have but little power, and yet you have kept my word and have not denied my 
name. 9 Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and are not, but 
lie—behold, I will make them come and bow down before your feet, and they will learn that I have loved 
you.” 
 

C. But in 10:27, you see that the Christian’s duty is not fulfilled simply by not being afraid.   
Positively, Jesus wants His disciples to boldly declare the truth of God’s word to the world.  
In 10:27, He says, “What I tell you in the dark, say in the light, and what you hear whispered, 
proclaim on the housetops.”  Jesus had been preparing His disciples for the work of the 
ministry.  He would often take them aside and teach them, as it were, “in secret”.  But now 
the time had come for them to go out and preach the word boldly throughout all of Galilee.  
And the time would come after His death and resurrection, when Jesus would commission 
His disciples to take His Gospel to ‘every nation.’ (cf. Matt. 28:18-20).  They disciples were to 
speak God’s word boldly and openly, like a man standing on top of His roof and making an 
announcement to all the world.     

 
As Christians, we know that God wants us to boldly speak God’s word in our own day as well.  Looking 
at 10:26-27, I want us make two applications that will help us do that. 
 

1. We need to realize that fear will keep us from speaking up for God—This is the connection 
between 10:26 and 10:27.  Jesus frontloads the command to boldly speak for God (10:27) with 
the prior command not to be afraid of those who would persecute them (10:26) because He 
knows that fear keeps us from speaking up for God.   
 

Illustration:  How many times have you and I sensed that we should share the Gospel with someone 
only to draw back and not speak because we were afraid that they would think we were odd or because 
we were afraid that it would somehow harm the relationship.   
 
Illustration:   Those who are opposed to Christianity in our own country know that fear tempts us to 
keep quiet.  And so the intimidation tactics and lawsuits being used against Christians are designed to 
make us afraid to speak up for traditional marriage. 
 
Application:  But Jesus here teaches us that we do not need to be afraid to speak up for God because 
the Day is coming where what we believe will be shown to be the truth.  And if the truth will emerge in 
the end, it is wise to declare it fully and boldly now.2  Even though we may feel intimidated, our friends 
need to hear the Gospel because it is the only message that can save.  Even though we may feel fear, 
our church must stand by God’s word in affirming a biblical understanding of marriage.  
 

2. We need to remember that our responsibility is to speak God’s message and not our own—
Looking at 10:26-27, Jesus clearly wants us to speak up for God.  But at the same time, we need 
to be sure that when we speak for God, we are speaking God’s message and not our own.   
Jesus says, “What I tell you in the dark, say in the light.”  Our role as followers of Jesus is to 
repeat what He has taught us in His word.  The world loves a speculative theology that 
questions God’s word (“Did God actually say…?” (Gen. 3:1)).  Satan delights in the pastor or 
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theologian who begins to doubt the Bible and substitutes his thoughts for God’s word—
preaching from the newspaper or giving tips about how to have a prosperous life.  But the 
faithful man of God is the one who resolutely speaks God’s message whether that message is 
popular or not.  We cannot, like Thomas Jefferson, cut the things that we do not like out of the 
Bible.  And we cannot add anything to the Bible.   

 
A word to future elders—Let me speak to those who desire to serve the church as elders.  This in a 
special way is your task in the local church.  You are to speak the word of God to the people of God.  As 
an elder, there will be times when you will feel pressured not to speak on some aspect of God truth 
because it would make someone uncomfortable or angry.  You must speak God’s word anyway.  As an 
elder, there will be time when you will want to add your own opinion to God’s word so that people will 
behave the way YOU want them to behave in the church.  You must resist that temptation as well.  Your 
charge as an elder is to faithfully speak God’s word—ALL of God’s word and ONLY God’s word—to the 
people of God.  
 
We looking at 10:26-27, we see that Christians shouldn’t fear persecution but should instead speak 
God’s word boldly because they will be vindicated by God on the Last Day. In 10:28, we see a second 
reason why Christians shouldn’t fear persecution… 
  

II. Reason #2—God is greater than man (10:28) 
 
Matthew 10:28- “And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who 
can destroy both soul and body in hell.” 

 
A. Looking at Jesus’ teaching here, it strikes me that nothing He says is particularly difficult to 

understand.  But the teaching itself is profound.  In 10:28, Jesus again commands the 
disciples not to fear those who will persecute them.  He says, “do not fear those who kill the 
body, but cannot kill the soul.”  In a word, Jesus sums up the worst of what man can do.  
Man can kill the body.  Those who persecute Christians can deprive us of our liberty, our 
possessions, and even our lives—but that is all they can do!  Men are powerless to harm 
the soul. 
   

B. In light of that, Jesus directs the eyes of His disciples to the one they should fear in 
10:28b—“Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”  Some people have 
looked at this verse and assumed that Jesus was referring to Satan, the Devil.  But He is not.  
Hell is not the domain of Satan.  Satan will one day be cast into the lake of fire along with all 
who follow him (cf. Rev 20:10).  Ultimately, Hell is under the rule of God.  Hell is the place 
where God is present in the fullness of His wrath against sins—and the Bible teaches that 
the punishments of Hell will last forever.  God is the one who can “destroy both soul and 
body in hell.”  Since that is the case, we should fear God rather than man.  Looking at this 
verse, the question before us isn’t whether or not we should fear.  The question is WHOM 
should we fear—should we fear God or man?       

 
a. At the same time, we need to realize that when Jesus tells His disciples to “fear” 

God, He is not speaking of the craven fear of a slave towards an angry master.  He is 
speaking of a fear that is an awe and respect and awareness of the greatness and 
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power of God that leads us to obey God rather than man.3  This is the kind of fear 
that Solomon referred to in Proverbs 9:10. 
 

Proverbs 9:10- “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.” 
 
Application:  So once again, we see how important theology is for the way we live.  If our conception 
of God is that He is weak or unconcerned about us, we will be intimidated before the threats of men and 
we will fail to boldly live for Christ.  But if we realize who God is—His immensity, His power, His worth, 
His glory—if we truly know this God, then the threats of men will fall to the ground harmless and we will 
follow God no matter what it might cost us in this life.   
 
Illustration:  The story is told of Hugh Latimer, the 16th century English martyr who on one occasion gave 
a sermon before King Henry VIII.  During the sermon, Latimer reports that he said to himself out loud, 
‘Latimer! Latimer! Remember that the king is here; be careful what you say.’  Then he said to himself, 
‘Latimer! Latimer! Remember that the King of kings is here; be careful what you do not say.”  It was this 
kind of boldness before royalty that eventually led to Latimer’s martyrdom.  But in this story you also 
see the principle Jesus is teaching us in 10:28.  God is greater than man, so stop fearing man.  Instead 
fear God.   
 
Illustration: This kind of fear for God rather than man is illustrated well for us in the life of Elisha when 
he found himself surrounded by the army of Syria in 2 Kings 6.  His servant was terrified and cried out to 
Elisha, “What shall we do?”  But Elisha had eyes to see what was really occurring in that moment: 
 

2 Kings 6:16-18-“He said, “Do not be afraid, for those who are with us are more than those who are with 
them.” 17 Then Elisha prayed and said, “O LORD, please open his eyes that he may see.” So the LORD 
opened the eyes of the young man, and he saw, and behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots 
of fire all around Elisha. 18 And when the Syrians came down against him, Elisha prayed to the LORD and 
said, “Please strike this people with blindness.” So he struck them with blindness in accordance with the 
prayer of Elisha.” 
 
Elisha’s servant could only see the power of men, but Elisha could see the far greater power of God 
and so he was not afraid.  Now that is precisely what the Lord is calling us to do this morning.  He is 
calling us to realize who He is so that we will not be afraid men, but will instead have an appropriate 
awe and reverence for Him that leads us to obey Him in this life. 
 
This is what is so marvelous about the Bible!  God’s word never tells us easy nice things that are 
designed to make us feel safe and comfortable in this life.  The Bible confronts us with the reality of life 
in a fallen.  The Bible says, “Look at men, they can kill you.  Consider what they can do.”  But the Bible 
doesn’t stop there.  It goes on and says, “Now look at God and consider what He can do.  Consider His 
power and might.  Consider that He is the one who has power over Death and Hell.  Fear God rather 
than man!”  The Bible calls us to live our lives not by what we see with our eyes (the threats and 
intimidation of men) but by FAITH in what God has revealed about Himself.4   

                                                           
3
 Daniel Doriani, Matthew, vol. 1 in Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 

2008), 442.  
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 These thoughts flow from a comment made by Martyn Lloyd-Jones found in a sermon on this passage 

and recorded in Ian Murray, D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones: The Fight of Faith (Edinburg: Banner of Truth Trust, 1990), 27. 
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Application:  Looking at even our own country this morning, I cannot tell you that you will not suffer for 
following Jesus.  In our day, if you are fire chief who stands up for biblical sexual morality, you can lose 
your job.  If you are florist who refuses to celebrate and assist in a gay marriage, you can lose your 
livelihood, your savings, and even your home.  The day may be coming in our country when churches 
that hold to traditional marriage will lose their tax-exempt status.  “Hate speech” laws may be passed 
one day that will send faithful preachers to prison.  Even though all of this pales in comparison with 
what our brothers and sisters in Syria and Nigeria are facing this morning, we need to consider it.  
Man can “kill the body.”  But we need to move passed that and realize that that is all that man can do.  
Man cannot touch the soul.  Brothers and sisters, determine this morning that you will fear God rather 
than man.   
 
“Those who are still afraid of men have no fear of God, and those who have fear of God have ceased to 
be afraid of men.”5 
  

-Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
 
A word to non-Christians—But I cannot move on from this passage without saying a word to any non-
Christians who might be here this morning.  Do you see how Jesus describes God?  God is the one who 
can “destroy both soul and body in hell.”  The word “destroy” there doesn’t speak of going out of 
existence, it speaks of complete ruin.6  The difficult teaching of the Bible is that on the Last Day there 
will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the unrighteous.  The righteous will live in a new 
heavens and a new earth, but the unrighteous—those who have rejected God and lived for themselves 
in this life—will experience the ruin of their bodies and souls forever in a place of punishment the Bible 
calls Hell.  Eternal ruin…centuries and millennia…on and on, endless agony and despair and 
hopelessness.  We cannot sugar-coat this.  This is what the Bible teaches.  Those are the stakes for 
those who refuse to follow God and trust in Jesus for salvation.   
 
The Gospel 
 
 Friend, that is the bad news that the Bible so clearly teaches.  But there is Good News this 
morning.  We celebrate it at Christ Fellowship every week.  The Bible also teaches that our God is the 
good and loving Creator.  His will is that none should perish.  He desires all to be saved.  Our sin 
separates us from God.  By nature, we are the enemies of God.  But God became a Man, Jesus Christ and 
Jesus lived a life that was perfectly pleasing to God.  Jesus was sinless and perfectly righteous.  Then 
Jesus died on the cross in the place of sinful men and women—bearing the penalty of the sins of all who 
would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.  But then He rose from the dead!  God had accepted 
His sacrifice.  Now, the Bible says that if you will turn from your sin and trust in Jesus this morning for 
salvation—God will forgive you for all your sins.  Jesus’ righteousness will cover your failings.  You will be 
reconciled with God and you will never experience one drop of the wrath of God for your sins.  You will 
be saved!  I urge you to trust in Jesus this morning!  He is a willing Savior!   
 
In our passage this morning, we see that Christians shouldn’t fear persecution because God is greater 
than man.  But we also see that Christians shouldn’t fear persecution because… 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

5
 Cited in Daniel Doriani, Matthew, 441. 

 
6
 John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15, 222. 
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III. Reason #3—God watches over His children (10:29-31) 
 
Matthew 10:29-31- “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground 
apart from your Father. 30 But even the hairs of your head are all numbered. 31 Fear not, therefore; you 
are of more value than many sparrows.” 
 

A. Looking at 10:29-31, again we see that Jesus’ teaching isn’t difficult to understand, but it is 
life-changing.  He makes an argument that is from lesser to greater—from the God cares 
about little things like sparrows to how God cares for us—His children.  In Jesus’ day, two 
sparrows were sold in the market place for a “penny”.  The word “penny” refers to a coin 
that was worth 1/16th of the average workers daily pay.7  It was a small amount of money.  
But not one sparrow would fall to the ground “apart from your Father”—apart from God’s 
will, notice, and concern.  In comparison, Jesus says that His disciples are of more “value 
than many sparrows.”  Jesus goes so far to say that God has even numbered the hairs of our 
head.  The human head typically contains between 100,000 and 200,000 hairs.  But God 
knows each one of them.  This speaks of God’s care for His children.  Brothers and sisters, 
the point is obvious: God cares for us! 

   
B. When we consider that the context of his passage is persecution we see that Jesus is 

telling His disciples that they do not need to fear because their Father in Heaven both 
cares for them and is watching over them.  If God’s eye is on the sparrow, how much more 
is His eye on His children?  And if not one sparrow will fall to the ground apart from the 
will of God, how much more is it true that no Christian will ever face persecution, unless it 
is the will of His heavenly Father who makes all things work together for our good (cf. 
Rom. 8:28).    We do not need to fear persecution because nothing can touch us that God 
doesn’t permit.  And if God permits it, we have confidence that, even though it may be very 
difficult, it is ultimately for our good.   
 

Principle:  Anything God permits in our lives—even a difficult things like persecution—is there because 
God loves us.  Our God is a good Father who knows what we need. 
 
What should be our response?  Not fear, but trust!  Now if we could grasp this, it would absolutely 
revolutionize the way we live.  We would never be afraid again.  Instead, our trust in God would drive 
out all fear and replace it with a peace and confidence that says, “Whate’er My God Ordains is Right.”      
Illustration:  What should this trust in God look like?   Scripture gives us some great pictures of this kind 
of trust.  It looks like the trust of Isaac, who though he was a grown man, lay still on the altar as his 
father Abraham raised His knife to kill him (cf. Gen. 22).  It looks like the trust of Job who in the midst of 
unbearable pain said of God, “Though he slay me, yet I will trust in him” (Job 13:15).  And above all, it 
looks like the trust of Jesus who when He was surrounded by darkness and when He was feeling the full 
weight of the wrath of God, prayed, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46).   
 
Think about how Jesus viewed life—He saw it all so clearly.  He saw how loved His disciples were by 
God and He saw so clearly how powerful God is.  He realized how absolutely committed God is to the 
good of each and every one of His children.  So Jesus could tell His disciples with confidence to have no 
fear.   
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Luke 12:32- “Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” 
 
Application: The application for us this morning is to rejoice in the care of our Heavenly Father.  Let’s 
just rejoice in it!  At times, trials will come into our lives that will shake us to the core—disease, the 
death of a loved one, and yes, persecution—and in those times we may hear a voice that says, “God has 
abandoned you.  He doesn’t care for you.”  We can be sure that that is the lying voice of Satan.  Our God 
is so concerned for us that He knows the number of hairs on our heads.   
 
Because our heavenly Father cares for us, we do not need to fear persecution.  But finally, there is a 
fourth reason not to fear persecution 
 

IV.   Loyalty to Jesus is rewarded (10:32-33) 
 
Matthew 10:32-33- “So everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my 
Father who is in heaven, 33 but whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before my Father who is 
in heaven.” 
 

A. Looking at these verses, we see Jesus make one of the most sobering claims in the Bible.  
He says that those who acknowledge Him before men, He will acknowledge before His 
Father.  But those who deny Him, He will be deny before His Father.  The word 
“acknowledge” here refers to formal testimony like before a court.8  Jesus had already 
warned His disciples that they would be dragged before courts and synagogues and 
governors and kings for the sake of His name (10:17-18).  And when that happened, they 
were to “acknowledge” Christ by preaching His Gospel and proclaiming Him as both Savior 
and Lord.  But, of course, when Jesus says He will either “acknowledge” or “deny” a 
person before His Father in heaven, He is speaking of the great Day—the Day of Judgment.   

 
Who is Jesus? 
 
Jesus is making a staggering claim here that doesn’t line up with religious views that say Jesus is just a 
great teacher of love.  Jesus is far more than that—Jesus is saying that He is the One who will determine 
the eternal destiny of every man and woman who will ever live.  Friends, Jesus is God.    
 
Application:  That means the most important questions in life aren’t “What I am going to be when I 
grow up?” or “Who am I going to marry?” or “What am I going to do after I retire?”   The most 
important questions are “Who is Jesus?” and “What have I done with Jesus?” and “Did I acknowledge 
Jesus as Lord and Savior in my life or did I deny Him?”  Those who acknowledge Jesus will be saved, but 
those who deny Him will be condemned forever.   
 
How does this help us combat the fear of persecution?  All persecution is ultimately aimed at Jesus and 
the goal of the persecution is to stop us from acknowledging Jesus as Lord.  But when we see that Jesus 
promises to acknowledge those who acknowledge Him, and when we realize the seriousness of 
denying Jesus, we will be strengthened to “acknowledge” Him boldly, even in the face of persecution.   
While it might cost us much to “acknowledge” Jesus before men in this life, we realize that King Jesus 
will reward us for claiming Him.  He will acknowledge us before the Father and we will be His forever!   
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Conclusion 
 
 Persecution is a stark reality in this life.  Remember the Bible promises that all who will live 
godly lives in Christ Jesus will be persecuted (2 Tim. 3:12).  But in God’s word we discover that we have 
every resource we need to conquer fear and remain faithful to King Jesus!  Christians shouldn’t fear 
persecution because: 
 
-They will be vindicated by God 
-God is greater than man 
-God watches over His children 
-Loyalty to Jesus is rewarded 
  
May we serve our King boldly and faithfully this week!  
 
Let’s pray…  


