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Fear of the Lord, as we know from the words of inspired Solomon, is the beginning of the 

knowledge of God (Prov. 1:7; Prov. 2:5). This idea of reverence and awe of Him is prevalent 

throughout the holy Scriptures. We can get a better understanding of what it means to properly 

fear God by first looking briefly at some teachings and practices that it is not. 

Godly fear is not being afraid that “there may be a god out there” who will judge all men. 

A while back, signs posted on churches in the area drew attention to this idea with the question, 

“What if it’s True?” This question begs more: “What if God does exist?” “What if there is 

eternal life for some and eternal hell for others?” etc. To some, these may seem fitting questions 

for the seemingly fearless attitude of our society. After all, aimless young persons have “No 

Fear” plastered on T-shirts and vehicles. However, these questions do not proclaim God as true 

and living. Instead, the questions promote doubt of His existence and fear only of the personal 

consequences of sin. They serve only to scare people into going through the motions of 

worshipping God in order to appease Him. 

Proper fear of the Lord does not mean living in terror of an angry god who is never 

pleased with his people because they are sinners. This is the error of some, who fear only the 

consequences of their sins rather than grieving over their transgressions against the Most High. 

Such sinful terror also spurred the works-righteousness of the late Reformation leader Martin 

Luther before his conversion. He said that God “tortured” him by offering him no peace for his 

soul due to his sins. The Holy Spirit later enlightened Luther so that he knew that righteousness 

was completely “alien” to him by nature and there was no way that he could earn it or merit any 

favor with God by his own works. God’s covenant young people know that although the wages 

of their sins is death, those sins have all been covered by the blood of the Lamb. We know that 

the Lord is plenteous in mercy, and will neither keep His anger forever nor reward us according 

to our sins (Ps. 103). 

Fearing God correctly has nothing to do with believing that the godly are blessed less, or 

even cursed by Him in this life, while the ungodly seem to receive blessings. This is an error that 

even God’s children can fall into, as did the psalmist Asaph. It is a temptation when surrounded 

by the wicked who prosper in every physical way; job status, over-abundance of material things 

and free time, and apparent happiness. Asaph realized, however, that this thinking is like the 

foolishness of beasts (Ps. 73:22). We too, know that the Lord chastens whom He loves, rather 

than giving them over to the lusts of the flesh. Children of God are admonished not to be envious 

of the ungodly (Prov. 23:17). God is a God of justice and injustice must not be expected of Him. 

He is good to spiritual Israel, guiding them with His counsel to glory (Ps. 73:24). But, the wicked 

are set in “slippery places” to their own destruction (v. 18). Often, those slippery places are the 

high slopes of a mountain of wealth that they put more and more of their confidence in – God 

punishing sin with more sin. How gracious is our sovereign Lord for keeping His people from 

the snare of trusting in earthly riches! 

Proper fear of the Lord is not to live in constant question of His love for oneself as if this 

is somehow a pious and humble thing to do. For example, one must not believe that a special 

supernatural experience is required before one can be sure of Christ’s love for oneself and be 

able to celebrate His death and resurrection. This is a sad delusion and a lie of Satan to get man 

to claim some credit for his own salvation. It is neither humble nor God-fearing to hold to the 



idea that “one can never be sure” of God’s love and that assurance of salvation is prideful. 

Instead, as God’s children, we draw near to him with a “true heart” and “full assurance of faith” 

for we know that He is faithful to His promises to us (Heb. 10:22-23). 

Godly fear is not fearing that we might fall away from grace and that He might withdraw 

all His love from us. We reject the dangerous heresy which the early Arminians suggested and 

the outright declaration later made by John Wesley that the believing child of God can make 

“shipwreck of the faith” and then “may go to hell, yea, and certainly will if he continues in 

unbelief” (Elements of Divinity). Christ was forsaken in our place, so that we must not and 

cannot fear that we will ever be forsaken. There are many threats to the new life in Christ which 

covenant young people receive. But, we know that nothing can separate us from the love of God 

which we have in Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:35-39). We know that God has given us eternal life 

already in this present life, and that we will never perish (John 5:24; 10:27-29). By His grace, we 

will persevere as saints communing with our God on our earthly pilgrimages until we are finally 

brought to glory. 

Finally, correct fear of the Lord is not being terrified of His judgment upon the living and 

the dead on that day when Christ will return on the clouds of glory. We know that His return is 

our hope and comfort for we belong with both body and soul, in life and in death, to our faithful 

Saviour Jesus Christ. We confess the resurrection with righteous Job, that although skin worms 

will destroy our bodies, yet in our flesh, we will see God (Job 19:26). 

Do we fear any of the things just talked about? At times, a believer may. But, those kind 

of fears are sin. God’s Word tells us that if one is afflicted in this way, he or she is to pray (Jas. 

5:13). The sinful fears must be repented of and left at the cross. “Are we to fear Him at all?” one 

may ask. Well, many devout men of the Bible were described by themselves or others as God-

fearing. There was the Lord’s servant Job, whom He Himself described as a “perfect and an 

upright man” that feared God and turned away from evil (Job 1:8). The centurion Cornelius was 

characterized as a devout man, giving much alms, praying always to God, and fearing Him with 

all his house (Acts 10:1-2). Joseph, son of Jacob, and Jonah described themselves as fearing the 

Lord. The virtuous woman in Proverbs 31, who was trusted by her husband, opened her mouth to 

wisdom, kept her household well, and stretched out her hand to the poor, was considered one 

who feared the Lord. By the Holy Spirit’s work in them, these godly men and women of the 

Bible obeyed the command, “Let all the earth fear the Lord; let all the inhabitants of the world 

stand in awe before Him” (Ps 33:8). They were doers of the Word – not just hearers. They 

sincerely kept His commandments – not just memorized them. Knowing their calling to be holy, 

they walked as pilgrims and strangers in opposition to the wicked world that walked after the 

lusts of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life. 

The Apostle challenged the Hebrews with the following question: Shouldn’t we fear and 

honor our heavenly Father all the more if we have been called to honor our sinful parents? (Heb. 

12:9-10) Jehovah instills this fear into the hearts of His young people through His covenant with 

them! (Jer. 32:40) We are to fear Jehovah God for His name is glorious and fearful (Deut. 

28:58). Throughout the inspired book of Deuteronomy, we learn it is in the way of godly fear 

that we keep His commandments. Our private and public worship of God in the assembly of 

saints must be done with fear and reverence (Ps. 89:7; Ps. 5:7). Also, proper fear of the Lord is 

one of the chief signs of true repentance (Mal. 3:13-16). This is significant because repentance is 

one of the main traits of a Christian; it distinguishes us as children of light from the workers of 

iniquity. It is plain that godly fear should encompass every aspect of our lives including our daily 



walk, worship, and spiritual attitude. The inspired writer of Ecclesiastes summarized this well 

when he declared that our whole duty is to fear Him and keep His commandments (Eccl. 12:13). 

Let’s make no mistake about it, though. To fear the Lord does not mean being among the 

fearful and unbelieving spoken of by the Apostle John who will have their part in the lake of fire 

(Rev 21:8). We are not to be among the God-fearful, but the God-fearing! There is no place in 

the Lord’s army for those who are fearful of the enemies of God—the wicked, our old natures, or 

Satan and his hosts. The Lord made this clear when He commanded through the mouths of 

Israel’s officers that the “fearful and fainthearted” must not go out to battle against the enemy but 

go home (Deut. 20:1-8). Also, the practical danger is given here that one who is fainthearted 

might cause his brother to have a faintheart as well. In other words, one sinning against God by 

being fearful might cause his brother to sin in this way also. We are not to fear any of our 

enemies, for the Lord our God is with us and it is He that fights against our enemies to save us. 

Our fear of God is to be based on courageous faith. Faith that is a free gift from God to 

His elect—not of works, not of ourselves. Faith which the Enemy tries desperately to destroy, 

but our Lord and Savior prays will never fail in us (John 17:9). It is by our fearless faith that we 

serve the Lord in fear with rejoicing (Ps. 2:11). By being among the God-fearing, we experience 

the confidence and joy of our salvation (Ps. 85:9). 
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