Fear and Love

I think I have told all of you that I was very shy throughout my growing up years.  In fact, when I began to feel called to ministry, the thought of speaking in front of people every week nearly caused me to turn away from that call.  I just didn’t know how I would do it.  However, God worked in me and I faced my fear of speaking in front of people.  God has worked in me and allowed me to serve in this way despite my old shyness.

We generally respect those who face their fears and overcome them.  When someone is afraid of heights, we encourage them to face that fear by climbing something high.  When someone is afraid of snakes, we encourage them to look at snakes in the zoo.  Does everyone agree that it is good to face your fears and overcome them?  Great!  After church today we are going to do an exercise in facing our fears.  If you are afraid of being hit by cars on the highway then please join us on the lawn after church.  We will all take turns facing our fears by lying on the center line of the highway and feeling the rush of cars going by.  


Judging by the lack of volunteers for our class, I think I can assume that we all agree that some fears are good.  People should be afraid to lay down on the highway as cars are coming through town.  When something can hurt you, you should have a healthy fear of it in order to avoid being injured.  The fact is, not all fear is irrational nor should it all be faced and overcome.  My dad used to tell us that there was a fine line between bravery and stupidity.  Sometimes being brave just means a person doesn’t know enough to be properly afraid.  Let’s turn to the Bible.

Proverbs 9:10 – The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.  

Matthew 10:28 – Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.


1 Peter 2:17 – Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king.

We touched on some things last week which I want to expand upon this week.  The first is the fear of the Lord.  Throughout the scriptures the fear of the Lord is held out as a necessary and good element of godliness.  Notice also that this is not simply an Old Testament concept but is repeated throughout the New Testament.  Why should one fear God?  


Psalm 93:1-5- The Lord reigns, he is robed in majesty; the Lord is robed in majesty and is armed with strength.  The world is firmly established; it cannot be moved.  Your throne was established long ago; you are from all eternity.  The seas have lifted up, O Lord, the seas have lifted up their voice; the seas have lifted up their pounding waves.  Mightier than the thunder of the great waters, mightier than the breakers of the sea – the Lord on high is mighty.  Your statutes stand firm; holiness adorns your house for endless days, O Lord. 


We have a Lord who’s reign is firmly established.  Our Lord is majestic and powerful.  Nothing can compare to the power of the Lord.  Throughout the scriptures he is referred to as “The Almighty.”  While idols can do nothing, there is nothing our God cannot do.  He created everything that is.  He sent the ten plagues on Egypt.  He parted the Red Sea for Moses.  He stopped the sun in the sky and extended the day for Moses.  He brought down the walls of Jericho.  He raises up nations and destroys armies.  We have a God who is sovereign over our world.  We cannot oppose him successfully or even threaten him.  What is more, according to scriptures, our world only continues because God holds it together.  

According to the Psalm our God is also holy.  He is absolutely morally pure and is different from all that he has made.  When God is worshipped by angels in heaven they cry out, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty.”  God cannot stand sin in any form.  From the least little lie to the most flagrant murder, God abhors sin and, in his justice, punishes it.  God knows all there is to know.  He knows absolutely everything about you including your thoughts and attitudes as we are told in the book of Hebrews.


Hebrews 4:13 – Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.  Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give an account.


Again, a few chapters later, the write of Hebrews talks about the danger of God’s just judgment on those who choose to willfully live in sin after coming to a knowledge of Christ:


Hebrews 10:31 – It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.


I am always tempted to past that verse onto my dashboard to deter people from stealing it.  One of the things I especially appreciate about this passage is the way it addresses God as, “The living God.”  Our God is not absent or dead but alive and active.  He is at work in our world and will one day bring full justice for all that is done.  God’s patience must never be mistaken for powerlessness.  Our God is great and powerful, the one who knows everything and who will act in our lives.

Throughout scripture we are told to fear God.  At times in the past fire and brimstone preachers over emphasized God’s wrath and pounded people into submission without any hint of God’s grace.  Today, the pendulum has swung full in the opposite direction.  Today, God’s grace is held high and the need to actually fear God as dangerous is downplayed and ignored.


One of our cultural values today is authenticity – being yourself.  This is a good value except that it almost always means being the lowest version of yourself with any thought of propriety being viewed as inauthentic.  In churches this trend has manifest itself in the willingness of everyone to approach God in an extremely casual manner.  God is our loving heavenly father who understands all that we face and so he doesn’t care if I swear once in awhile.  He understands when I make inappropriate sexual jokes, after all, he has a sense of humor.  God doesn’t care one bit that I come to church in my worst clothes and he knows that it is nothing personal that I dress up for my job but not him.  


Sin is not a big deal.  God understands that we are weak and unable to live up to his standards.  He knows that we can’t live up to some unrealistic standards and so I don’t need to worry if I lie, cheat, or steal.  After all, God knows what is really in my heart.  


In Ephesians six Paul writes to slaves and tells them to obey their earthly masters with respect and fear just as they would obey Christ.  He assumed that they would obey their heavenly Lord with fear and respect where they would only obey their earthly masters when they had to.  I think that if Paul were to write Ephesians today he would have to write, “Christians, obey the Lord with respect and fear just as you would obey your earthly employers” because we fear our earthly employers more than the Lord!


Now, please don’t take the wrong message home today.  I am not getting on anyone for not wearing a tie.  It is the attitude that I am talking about today.  The scriptures tell us over and over to fear the Lord but we seem to have forgotten that.  We believe that God is good and that he loves us and we are right to believe those things.  However, we must also remember how much greater he is than any one of us.  To steal words from CS Lewis – God is NOT safe, but he is good.  We must not forget that God is the one in control.  We must not forget that he is the holy one.  We must not forget that he is the judge.  We must not forget that God can come down here and change our lives in a moment and do whatever he wants.  Our comfort is not that God is safe, but that God is good.  

When we come together for church we know that God is present here with us.  That knowledge makes this meeting a very important event.  Church is not something to giggle and whisper through.  It is not something to daydream during.  It is not something to come to casually without reverence.  We come together before God Almighty as a Church every Sunday.  We come before the holy one who hears our prayers and acts.  We worship the one who is worshipped by the angels in heaven.  Today, have a proper fear of the Lord.

As you listen to this today you may feel a little uncomfortable.  Perhaps you are walking in willful sin today.  You know that you have strayed from the way that God wants you to go but you have justified it and just know that God understands.  Maybe this sermon is making you uncomfortable today.  If it is, then good.  If you are walking in sin today you should be uncomfortable in knowing that you are doing so in God’s sight.  You should be ashamed knowing that the Holy One knows.  You should feel guilt and grief if you are walking in sin today.  However, I hope that your grief is godly grief that leads to repentance.  God promises that, if we confess our sins he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins.  If you are in sin today, then take the time this morning to seek forgiveness.  Repent and turn from your sins because you know God.


As a parent I know that it is good for my kids to be able to hear that edge in my voice when I need them to obey without arguing.  I know as a parent that my kids need to be punished at times for their own good.  I know that my kids need to know when I am serious.  This is important when they are having fun and start to do something dangerous.  When I need them to stop immediately I yell at them and they stop because they know they are in trouble.  Kids need to have a certain fear of their parents’ punishment to keep them safe.  


However, as a dad, I don’t want my kids walking about in constant fear of me.  At times they need to remember and be reminded of who is in charge, but I don’t want them to always obey me only because they don’t want to get in trouble.  I am much happier when my kids obey me because they love me and know that I love them.  I believe God is the same way.


Fear of God can lead to salvation.  When you know that you are a sinner who deserves only judgment the good news of forgiveness through faith in Jesus Christ is good news indeed.  As Jesus says, those who are forgiven much love much.  When we truly grasp who God is and how much danger we as sinners are in, our salvation suddenly appears to be the miracle that it is.  However, once we come to salvation, God wants our motivation to shift.


Matthew 22:37-38 – Jesus replied: Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.

God’s desire is that we love him with all that we are.  In fact, John says in First John four that perfect love drives out fear because fear has to do with punishment.  The ultimate reason to fear God is that he can condemn to hell.  Once we come to faith in Jesus Christ we are rescued from that danger and no longer have to fear it.  In fact, we are given incredible freedom to approach God.


Romans 8:1-2 – Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.


1 John 3:1-How great is the love the Father has lavished upon us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!


We have been given an incredible gift in Jesus Christ.  We rightfully believe that there is no condemnation for those in Christ.  We no longer fear God’s judgment.  We are adopted as God’s own children never to be cast out of his family!  We are invited to approach God on an intimate level unimaginable before Jesus Christ.  The proper response to all of this is incredible love for God.  We deserved his judgement and wrath.  He sent his son to take our place.  Jesus died and we got to be forgiven and adopted as children.  This is incredible love we have been given and should result in great love for God.  

How is your love for God today?  Many people claim to love the Lord but their lives say differently.  Don’t get me wrong – they work hard and even sacrifice for the Lord.  The lack of love shows in the little things.  They don’t deal with sin in their lives.  They figure that God loves them enough to let some things slide.  They don’t value the Lord enough to make a relationship with him a priority in their lives.  However, consider the words of John.


1 John 5:3 – This is love for God: to obey his commands.  And his commands are not burdensome…


Genuine love for God results in obedience.  Genuine love for God has many of the same results as fear of God.  Genuine love for God leads one to hate sin, not because he fears punishment, but because he wants to please God.  Genuine love leads to service out of gratitude. 


The Love of God and the Fear of God form two sides of one coin which we must all walk carefully.  If we forget to fear God then we may be tempted to think that we can get away with sin.  If we push too far to the love of God without any fear of God we end up treated God trivially as just another good friend.  We come before him without the respect that he deserves as a child who loves his father but doesn’t have respect for him.  On the other hand, if we go too far toward the fear of God without the love of God we end up feeling oppressed and serving out of terror.  God becomes a horrible task master whom we can never please.  We must keep both the love of God and the fear of God.


Here is the amazing thing, when we love God, the fear of God is transformed.  When we come to salvation through faith in Jesus we cease to fear God’s judgment and move from fear to reverence.  Rather than being afraid of God we treat him with great reverence.  We learn to respect him as dangerous but good just as a surfer learns to enjoy the ocean even as he is very careful of it.  Rightfully, we should be terrified of God.  Mercifully, God has made a way for us to enter a relationship with him.  

How is your love for God this morning?  Do you need to contemplate your standing before God without Christ so that you may appreciate the gift you have been given?  Do you need to pray for a greater love for the Lord?  


How is your reverence this morning?  Is God just your good buddy or is he the Almighty to you?  Is he the Holy One who can do all that he wants?  In your worship, in your time, in your actions, do you honor God as you should?  


If you are walking in sin this morning, pray for greater love and fear of God and repent.  Turn away from that sin and turn to God for forgiveness.  Know that you cannot hide from God and also that he WANTS to forgive and restore you.


If you just can’t get God to the proper place on your list of priorities, consider who it is that you are placing on the backburner.  If you just can’t make time to read the Bible or to pray, if worship is just too much to ask, if obedience is just too much trouble, consider who God is.  You are telling the Almighty, the maker of heaven and earth, your Lord, that he needs to wait because someone else is more important.  Love him more than that.  Respect him more than that.


Finally, if you have the proper reverence and love for God today, then take comfort knowing that he is on your side.  Our great God gave up his own son to save you, how will he fail to give you all other good things.  Trust his wisdom and control and go to him for whatever comfort and help you need.  Our God is living and active and he is on your side.  Find your comfort in HIM today.

