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“Fearless Fear”

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; all those who practice it have a good understanding. 
His praise endures forever.”

During my years as a student at Stony Brook School, we would periodically have two kinds of drills:
· Fire drills, to ensure that we knew how to evacuate the building quickly and safely in the event of

a fire.
· Air raids drills, in which we were taught how to “duck and cover” under our desks in the event of a

nuclear attack.

This second kind of drill was typical of what was happening in the USA during the height of the Cold War. 
It was a time when most public buildings were designated as Fallout Shelters; when schools would hold
air raid drills and teach their students what to do in the event of an attack; and when many homeowners
built shelters in their backyards, stocked with food and other essentials to survive both an attack and the
resultant nuclear fallout.  While in many ways it became a part of our regular school routine, it was
indicative of the atmosphere of fear that permeated many nations when it appeared as if nuclear was
inevitable.

Fear was certainly a hallmark of the Cold War era, but it was not unique to that period of history.  Fear
has plagued humanity almost from the beginning; it’s the reason nations built fortresses, placed armed
guards at borders, and amassed great armies.  Fear is what keeps security companies and locksmiths in
business as we seek to protect our families and homes from danger.  Fear is what motivates us to teach
our children about “stranger danger” and causes us to look over our shoulders as we walk down the
street.  Fear is “a distressing emotion aroused by impending danger, evil, or pain” that causes us great
anxiety, but it is also a necessary sense that alerts us to danger that may threaten our lives and health. 
As distressing as it is, fear is a necessary aspect of life, and parents are wise to teach their children to
importance of knowing to fear that which might cause them harm.

While fear is an inevitable aspect of life, there are certain relationships in which fear does not seem to be
appropriate.  There should be no fear in a loving household; parents and children should not live in fear
of each other.  Fear has no place in a marital relationship; husbands and wives are called to love, trust,
and be devoted to one another in an atmosphere free of fear.  And above all, the relationship we have
with God should be one in which fear and anxiety have no place; as the words of the First Letter of John
so eloquently state, 

· “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them … There is no
fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears
has not reached perfection in love.” – 1 John 4:16, 18.

So how are we to understand the words of today’s Psalm, which proclaims that “the fear of the LORD is
the beginning of wisdom; all those who practice it have a good understanding.” (Psalm 111:10)?  How
are we to make sense of Martin Luther’s repeated phrase in the Small Catechism that we are to “fear
and love God”?  How can a person love someone and be afraid of them at the same time?  How can we
be expected to have such diametrically opposed feelings toward the one we are called to praise and
worship in our Sunday gatherings and throughout our lives?

Many people’s understanding of God is one that is rooted in fear.  They see God as a vengeful deity,
ready to strike down those who disobey his commandments.  They understand God as a stern
taskmaster who is constantly judging his people and holding them up to standards they cannot possibly
fulfill.  Many people’s understanding of God is still influenced by such sermons as Jonathan Edwards’



Sinners at the Hands of an Angry God, which warns that “there is nothing that keeps wicked men, at any
moment, out of Hell, but the mere pleasure of God,” and that for the unrepentant sinner there awaits the
“lake of burning brimstone, Hell’s gaping mouth, [and] the dreadful pit of glowing flames.”  While many
people’s relationship with God is rooted in such fear, others have rejected God and walked away from a
faith that they believe is based on a relationship with an angry God with whom they want no part.

But before going to either extreme, perhaps there is another way of looking at the psalmist’s teaching
about the “fear of the Lord.”  Psalm 111 is a song of praise of God’s work, paired with Psalm 112 which
focuses on human response.  The singer vows to “give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart, in the
company of the upright, in the congregation.”  Such praise is rooted in the marvelous works that God has
shown to his people, the great things that God has done and continues to do for God’s people:

· “Great are the works of the LORD, studied by all who delight in them… He has shown his people
the power of his works, in giving them the heritage of the nations.  He has shown his people the
power of his works, in giving them the heritage of the nations.  The works of his hands are faithful
and just; all his precepts are trustworthy.  They are established forever and ever, to be performed
with faithfulness and uprightness.” – 111:2, 6-8.

God is praised because of God’s faithfulness, because God is known to his people as a God of hesed, of
steadfast, limitless love.  God has established his covenant with is people and remained faithful to these
promises, even when the people themselves were faithless.  The relationship God has established with
the people of God is rooted in trust, in righteousness, and in steadfast love and devotion.

It is in the context of this relationship that the psalmist proclaims that “the fear of the LORD is the
beginning of wisdom; all those who practice it have a good understanding.  His praise endures forever.”
(111:10).  In the first verse of the following psalm, God’s people are called to “praise the LORD!  Happy
are those who fear the LORD, who greatly delight in his commandments.” (112:1).  Again, there seem to
be two contradictory emotions being expressed here: how can we “fear” and be “happy” at the same
time?  The two feelings are as far apart as fear and love, and don’t seem to fit into the covenant
relationship that God established with the descendants of Abraham to be a holy people through whom
“all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” (Genesis 12:3).

The problem, of course, centers on the word “fear.”  While our current definition of the word carries with it
definite negative connotations, it is a word which, like many words in our language, has undergone an
evolution in meaning over the centuries.  While we mainly understand fear as a distressing and negative
emotion, another archaic definition of the word renders fear as “reverential awe, especially toward God.” 
The Hebrew word that is translated as “fear” – yara – actually appears in the Hebrew Bible as a synonym
for “love”:

· “Now in light of all that, Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you?  Only this: to revere the
LORD your God by walking in all his ways, by loving him, by serving the LORD your God with all
your heart and being.” – Deuteronomy 10:12, Common English Bible.

The word can also mean “cling to” and “serve,” as used by Joshua in his challenge to the people of
Israel: 

· “So now, revere the LORD.  Serve him honestly and faithfully.  Put aside the gods that your
ancestors served beyond the Euphrates and in Egypt and serve the LORD.” – Joshua 24:14.

The Hebrew word has less to do with distress and terror and more on obedience to God’s will, the proper
response to all that God has done for us out of God’s gracious, steadfast love.

· “The Hebrew word for ‘fear’ is powerful in meaning, but it has more to do with feeling of
awesomeness.  It is more about being in the presence of the holy other with cautious reverence



than it is about the sweaty-palmed, shaking, gasping for breath kind of fear we often experience. 
When we enter into a relationship with the God of the Bible, it is a high calling.  It is a dangerous,
a reverent, a fearful relationship.” – Nancy de Clasisse – Walford.

God’s awesomeness and holiness are not intended to keep people at a distance or to be afraid of God in
our modern understanding of “fear.”  Rather, God’s awesomeness calls us to approach God with awe
and reverence, in recognition that God’s reign calls God’s people to respond in both praise and
obedience.

· “Where are the ones who honor the LORD?  God will teach them which path to take … The
LORD counsels those who honor him; he makes his covenant known to them.” – Psalm 25:12,
14.

· “You who are the LORD’s holy ones, honor him because those who honor him don’t lack a thing.”
– Psalm 34:9, CEB.

We are not called to live in fear of God’s wrath being visited upon us when we don’t live up to God’s
expectations; indeed, Paul teaches us that even though “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of
God, they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”
(Romans 3:23-24).  We are called to live in “reverential awe” because “salvation is a gift to which God’s
people make grateful response with their whole hearts.” (J. Clinton McCann, Jr.).  When we are called to
“fear” God, we understand that “to fear the Lord is to hold Him in the highest regard, with the greatest
amount of respect and reverence.” (Dan Delzell).

Our understanding of the psalmist’s call, therefore, is that this “fear of the Lord” is a fearless fear, one
that is not rooted in feelings of terror or anxiety, but rooted in the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus
our Lord.  It is the reverential awe and obedience response that is at the heart of our call as Christian; as
Martin Luther teaches us, it is the manner in which we respond to all of the abundant blessings that God
provides for us “out of pure, fatherly, and divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness of
mine at all!  For all this I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and obey him.  This is most
certainly true.”  It is in “serving and obeying” God that we live in reverential awe, in proper “fear of the
Lord,” holding God’s blessings in the highest esteem and placing our relationship with God at the center
of our lives.  This is why Luther begins his explanation of each of the Ten Commandments with the
phrase “we are to fear and love God,” because our response in the manner in which we live is a
reflection of both our love for God and the reverence and awe in which we approach the Lord who has
done so many wondrous things for us, for which “I too will praise him with a new song.” 

· “Faith alone truly obeys and worships God as he really is.  It is characteristic enough of the
theocentric character of the doctrine of justification that Luther, like Paul, views faith in terms of
obedience and the worship of God.  It is the only form of worship which pleases God.  Faith alone
is the true fear of God.” – Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther.

The “fearless fear” that is our faithful response to God’s love in Christ Jesus is also identified by the
psalmist as “the beginning of wisdom; all those who practice it have a good understanding.”  Such
wisdom (Sophia) is a gift of God that is bestowed upon those who are in right relationship with God, as
opposed to human wisdom which the writer of Ecclesiastes is “madness and folly”:

· “I said to myself, ‘I have acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before
me; and my mind has had great experience of wisdom and knowledge.’  And I applied my mind to
know wisdom and to know madness and folly.  I perceived that this also is but chasing after wind. 
For in much wisdom is much vexation, and those who increase knowledge increase sorrow.” –
Ecclesiastes 1:16-18.

Wisdom that is not rooted in a proper relationship with God is the “knowledge that puffs up” that Paul
addresses in his first letter to the Corinthians.  He begins by quoted a maxim, an accepted piece of



conventional wisdom from that era: “all of us possess knowledge.” (8:1).  While Paul is not disputing the
importance of knowledge in the life of the church, he is aware that the Corinthians’ claim about
possessing knowledge is another indication of their eagerness to turn whatever they can toward status,
prestige, and rank, which Paul had already disparaged earlier in the letter:

· “Yet among the mature we do speak wisdom, though it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers
of this age, who are doomed to perish.  But we speak God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which
God decreed before the ages for our glory… And we speak of these things in words not taught by
human wisdom but taught by the Spirit interpreting spiritual things to those who are spiritual.” –
2:6-7, 13.

Wisdom that is not rooted in reverence and love of God is a knowledge that “puffs up,” an arrogance
which has already emerged as a problem in Corinth.  When love is at work, it can only bring about good
for others; knowledge without love is sure to come to nothing or even to cause harm.  Even if “I have
prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.” (13:2).  Knowledge in the life and work of the church
“must take a back seat to love for the sake of the one for whom Christ died.” (J. Paul Sampley).
“I have my fears, but they don’t have me.” – Peter Gabriel.

We may not have air raid drills or build backyard fallout shelters any more, but that doesn’t mean that we
live in a world free of fear; if anything, the events we hear about every day only compound the fear we
have for ourselves, our children, and our world.  Some fears are necessary for us to be aware of
impending dangers in a dangerous world; but when fears become overwhelming, they can quickly turn
into phobias that leave us prisoners of our own fears.  It is into the fear-filled world that the Word of God
is proclaimed, because in the coming of Christ “the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee
tonight.”  Christ died and rose again for our sake so that all that would engender fear in our lives – sin,
death, and the power of the devil – no longer have power to destroy us.  It is this good news, this love of
God that is ours in Jesus Christ, that “casts out fear” and calls us to respond to all that God has done for
us with a fearless fear, a faithful response to all that God has done for us by thanking and praising,
serving and obeying God, walking faithfully each day as a child of the light who places God at the center
of our lives.  When we live in reverence, in awe, in grateful praise of God, we possess the wisdom and
knowledge that will cast out fear, build each other up in love, and experience the good news the angels
continue to sing: “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people:
to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” (Luke 2:10-11). 
Because we “fear and love God,” we will never be afraid!
Amen.


