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FEAR GOD OR FEAR EVERYTHING
(Luke 6:12-19)

INTRODUCTION:

A. Until I had begun to study the subject of fear, I had no real notion of its widespread impact on our lives. Fear has its fingers in almost everything we think about, talk about, and strive for. It has destructive and debilitating consequences in almost every area of life. And fear is at the root of many recognized psychological disorders. 

For example, what is obsessive-compulsive disorder or OCD? What it at the root of it? Author and biblical counselor Ed Welch explains in his book, Running Scared: “Obsessive-compulsive 
Disorder (OCD), in its pronounced form, affects about one in fifty people. It is worry run amok. The obsession is an intrusive idea that feels impossible to dislodge. The compulsion is the action intended to neutralize the obsession. In its less disruptive form it is fairly common. Most people think about germs and contamination, and it’s not unusual to triple-check the alarm and double-check the stove. But it can become life-dominating. The obsession of germs can lead to the compulsion of hand-washing that leaves the skin bleeding and sore. The imaginary fear that you might have witnessed or caused an accident keeps you circling back to the side of the road where you think it all happened. You check the scene until the compulsion is dislodged by another. Religious doubts and fears are handled by repetitive counting. Hours of each day are filled with rituals that hopefully will nullify those fears.” (23)

B. But that’s only one of the many ways inordinate fear complicates our lives. The list of phobias, fears that are out of proportion to the cause, is nearly endless. Then we could point to panic attacks, some forms of insomnia, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), or the fear of people through peer-pressure to conform. We could also mention generalized anxiety disorder, avoidant personality, persecutory delusions, paranoid schizophrenia, and separation anxiety disorder. 

And fear often causes overreaction to circumstances such as attacks, assaults, litigation, withdrawal, depression, and even suicide. It opens us to the arguments of the fear-mongers in the media, demagogues, and politicians. If you think through your life and choices and motives, you will likely find fear of some kind or another close at hand, influencing, sometimes determining your direction. 
I. WHAT THIS IS NOT ABOUT.


Fear is a gift of God. It is one of the most powerful affections that God wove into our make-up when he created us. So when we are talking about fear and the problems it causes and ways of overcoming such fear, we should start with a couple of issues that we are not really dealing with. 


A. One of these is the healthy fear or respect of real dangers. God has blessed us with true fear of that which may harm us, that which we should rightly avoid. The sixth commandment calls us to respect life: “Thou shalt not kill.” The Westminster Shorter Catechism explains (68, 69) “The Sixth Commandment requireth all lawful endeavors to preserve our own life, and the life of others….The Sixth Commandment forbiddeth the taking away of our own life, or the life of our neighbor unjustly, or whatsoever tendeth thereunto.”

So we want to encourage “healthy fear”—fear of life-threatening dangers like loaded weapons, tornados and lightning (which kills more people than tornados), poisonous spiders and snakes, sharks and alligators and many other creatures with strong jaws and sharp teeth, and high places without safety rails. When it comes to loaded weapons, for example, even the NRA suggests rules for responsible gun ownership like: not pointing a gun at someone, not looking down the barrel of a gun, and assuming a gun is loaded until we are sure it is not. 


But healthy fears (and we would all encourage them and teach them to our children) cannot really account for the mountain of fears, phobias, anxieties, worries, fretting, and the like we carry with us each day. 


B. A second-thing we’re not talking about is the escape from full emotional participation in life. This is the mistake I made as a young man. The Bible says, “Be anxious for nothing.” And I really wanted this. I felt very anxious in certain situations, like going on a date, and I prayed and prayed that I would not feel anxious about anything at all. 

There was an ancient Greek philosophical school that taught that emotionless imperturbability was the key to happiness. The school was called Stoicism, founded by the philosopher Zeno. So, do not let anything affect you emotionally. You won’t be particularly happy, but you also will not be sad, and sadness was to be avoided at all costs. So if someone said, “Your baby was born!” your response was to be, “Well, I guess those things happen.” Or if someone said, “Your baby died!” you were to respond, “Well, I guess those things happen.” 

But this is clearly not what we are after. Not at all. God’s Word calls us, by both precept and example, to full emotional engagement with life. Romans 12:15 calls us to “Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.” That doesn’t sound like emotionless imperturbability. In 2 Corinthians 11, Paul describes his many sufferings for the sake of Christ’s church and then he says, “28  And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches. 29  Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant?”

Or when Paul sent Timothy to inquire about the state of the church in Thessalonica, and he returned with a good report, Paul spoke of his emotional response: “6 But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us the good news of your faith and love and reported that you always remember us kindly and long to see us, as we long to see you— 7 for this reason, brothers, in all our distress and affliction we have been comforted about you through your faith. 8 For now we live, if you are standing fast in the Lord. 9 For what thanksgiving can we return to God for you, for all the joy that we feel for your sake before our God, 10 as we pray most earnestly night and day that we may see you face to face and supply what is lacking in your faith?” (3:6-10)


Our Lord Jesus himself both rejoiced in God’s working but wept over the unbelief and the rejection he would receive in Jerusalem. He was in such anguish in the garden of Gethsemane that he sweated as it were great drops of blood!

So if this is not about rejecting the healthy fear of life-threatening dangers or about seeking to flatten our emotions so that we feel little or nothing, what is it about?

II. WHAT THIS IS ABOUT.


A. When God says over 100 times in his Word “fear not,” “do not fear,” “do not be afraid,” or “be not afraid,” what’s he talking about? God is not calling us to emotionlessness. Rather, God is graciously condemning the kind of fear that would cause us to disobey him. And this refers either to not trusting his person or promise so that we do not act upon it, or deliberately disobeying his commands out of the fear of threat or loss. 


B. Let me give you some examples. 

1. So it has become quite commonplace for parents to take their children to compete in weekend sports tournaments, even young children who are not yet in middle school. These weekend tournaments often include games on Sundays, and so worship is simply set aside that week. Why would professing Christian parents think it wise to teach their children that playing games is more important than worshiping God on the day he commands us? The reason is mainly fear. “If our kids don’t get on the A team from the start, they may be passed over and then they not only will not be well-adjusted, they just might get into drugs and become a serial killer!” So what they’re saying is that they fear other people more than they fear God. And they are saying that they do not trust God when he promises that if we seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, all these other things will be added unto us. 

2. Of course, young people and adults alike constantly face the peer pressure to compromise in a variety of ways. And every time the choice is before us: will we fear people or fear God?

3. Here is a young woman who, like Ellie May Clampett at the age of 14 is afraid she will be an old maid. She thinks that if she will just not be so choosy, if she will settle for something less than a true man of God, if she will only dress in a more alluring way or go further than she should on a date, she will snag someone. What’s the motive? Fear. 


C. The kind of fear we’re concerned about is not that which makes a man tremble on the battlefield. It’s the kind of fear that would make a man desert his post on the battlefield. It’s the kind of fear that would lead us to disobey or to distrust God. Think you are immune from this kind of fear? Ed Welch says he can expose your fear of people with one word: evangelism. The fact is that only a small percentage of professing Christians ever share Christ with an unbeliever in their entire lifetime and the number one reason for this is…fear. 

III. WHY WE FEAR.


A. The usual way fear presents itself is the nagging sense that things may not be well. So people have a feeling of uncertainty, a stubborn sense of unsettledness or uneasiness. To state it another way, most people have some level of anxiety, though often it may be very mild. Psychologists seized upon a German word probably because it sounded more scholarly, the word “angst,” a feeling of dis-ease for no apparent reason. If you were to sit down with ten people one by one and were to ask them, “Are you completely calm and relaxed? Is there anything weighing on you? Do you have any feelings of anxiety whatsoever? My guess is that it wouldn’t be long before ten out of ten would be admitting to some sense of uneasiness (possibly because you are asking them so many questions!). Anxiety, worry, fretting, disquiet, apprehension, uneasiness—these are nearly universal experiences. Why is that? I think there is a very simple, biblical reason for this. 

B. It’s because we are sinners, and we know it in our heart of hearts. We know that God is offended, and we know that a day of reckoning is coming. And that day is dreadful, unbearable. I’m suggesting that just below the surface there is the deeply troubling knowledge that things really are not well, not at all. Just below the surface there is abject terror, panic, dread, horror, anguish, alarm, dismay, woe, shame and self-loathing, and despair. We may not know all of the details, but we have some abiding sense that we will face the justly-deserved, inescapable, unending, unendurable wrath of a holy, almighty, and all-seeing God. I take this from Paul’s words in Romans 1:18-20: “18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse.”

C. And people expend enormous amounts of energy and construct elaborate, delusional alternate realties in order to keep on suppressing this truth. But it doesn’t really do the trick, and the truth often bubbles out. When we become weak, troubled, when our other comforts fail us, when we are overstressed by other troubles, when our medication runs out, or when let down our guard to be able to sleep, then the fear leaks out in various forms. 

Take PTSD, for example, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The key words are “post” and “traumatic.” After the frightful situation has been resolved: the soldier has returned from the battlefield, the brutal accident and its aftermath are over, the abuser has been caught and contained, after the trauma, the stress remains, the fear lingers. This is pure speculation on my part, but could it be that the traumatic situation has broken a large crack in our contrived defense against the real and unending trauma of God’s judgment that is always stalking us? Could it be that this irrational fear of PTSD is actually quite rational? 


I’m suggesting that people are simply not afraid enough. I remember a story of several young college students, burley young men, who rented a fishing boat out on the ocean. When they were several miles from the harbor, a sudden, intense storm broke upon them. The seasoned captain of the boat was clearly shaken and scurried about to secure it from sinking. The young men laughed at him. “You’re afraid!” they said. “Shame on you! Look at us, we’re not afraid.” The man replied, “You are too ignorant not to be afraid.” They were fools. They were no match for the storm. They weren’t afraid enough.

C. And, my friends, the real problem is that people are not afraid enough. The Bible ransacks the languages for imagery to describe the horror that awaits the unbeliever. Jesus warned of “outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.” He spoke of Gehenna, the always burning garbage dump, and, borrowing from Isaiah, a place “where the worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.” These truths are real, and every unbeliever is headed there, and I’m convinced actually knows it, though perhaps not the details. The most graphic image in Scripture is of a lake of fire, which combines the two most frightening pictures of God’s judgment in the Bible, the all-encompassing flood of Noah, and the incineration of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah by molten, burning sulfur falling from the sky and burying them under it.


Three times the Bible depicts the horror of those suddenly facing God’s judgment and asking instead to be buried alive. This is from Hosea 10:7-8: “7  Samaria’s king shall perish  like a twig on the face of the waters. 8  The high places of Aven, the sin of Israel,  shall be destroyed.  Thorn and thistle shall grow up  on their altars,  and they shall say to the mountains, Cover us,  and to the hills, Fall on us.”


Our Lord Jesus repeated this warning in Luke 23:29-30: “29  For behold, the days are coming when they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren and the wombs that never bore and the breasts that never nursed!’ 30 Then they will begin to say to the mountains, ‘Fall on us,’ and to the hills, ‘Cover us.’” 


And then in the Revelation, here is the description of the dreadful day of judgment: “15  Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, 16  calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, 17  for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?” (Revelation 6:15-17)

They would prefer to be buried alive! Have you ever thought how horrible it would be to be buried alive? I read somewhere that forensic pathologists who examine the buried bodies of murder victims can tell when they were buried alive. Do you know how? Because the mouth is wide open, gaping. Because the victims died screaming in horror of being buried alive. And those who face God’s wrath are begging for that horror instead.

D. To be honest, I have little interest in trying to alleviate the fears of the unrepentant. To do so, I think would be working at cross purposes to God himself. It’s a little like feeding lazy people who are hungry because they refuse to work. God has a very effective motivation tool for the lazy. It’s called hunger. Perhaps that’s why God’s Word often warns us not to give food to people who refuse to work (“If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat.” 2 Thessalonians 2:10) and to examine people who come for aid instead of indiscriminately passing out food to all, like some churches and organization do today. God wants the able-bodied idle to be hungry so they will get to work. 


And God wants the unrepentant to be afraid. So I have no interest in trying to alleviate their fears. If anything, I want to heighten and sharpen and more fully define why the unrepentant should be terrified all the time. For if they are not terrified now with their fear leading them to repentance, then they will be terrified forever in ultimate and infinite loss.


E. It’s interesting that there are several people in the gospel accounts for whom Jesus did not seek to soothe their fears. He did not tell these people: “Do not fear, be not afraid, or fear not.” 

1. Remember that rich young ruler who came to Jesus, obviously troubled in his soul, asking what he must do to inherit eternal life? What did Jesus tell him? Did he say, “O you poor, poor man. I can see how troubled you are. Now listen, you are a good person, I can see that. And you mean well. You even took the first step and came to me. So don’t sweat it. You’re fine, and you’ll be fine. Why, a good young man like you will surely go to heaven.”? Is that what he said? No, Jesus first told him that he must keep all of God’s commandments. And when the dunce claimed that he had always done that, Jesus loved him and said, “One thing you lack. Sell all you have, give it to the poor, and follow me.” He exposed the young man’s pseudo goodness. He planted a frightening thought in the boy’s mind: “You have disobeyed the Lord Jesus Christ! You are still disobeying the Lord Jesus Christ! Every day you love your riches more than him, you are disqualified, you have no inheritance in heaven. You are lost!” The Lord Jesus loved him enough to expose his lostness, to trouble him even more, to sharply define the sense of uneasiness and anxiety, to heighten his fear, to make him even more afraid. The Bible tells us that he went away sadly because he was very rich.

2. Or there was the seminary professor named Nicodemus, the teacher of Israel, who came to Jesus at night. And he also was troubled in heart, though he masked it with a theological question: “We know God has sent you because of the remarkable works you do, but what’s this all about?” So did Jesus tell this distinguished teacher of Israel, “Hey, Brother, you and I are on the same level. We are fellow Rabbis. You’ve spent your life teaching theology, so what are you worried about? You have it made. There’s an honored place in heaven just for you!” Is that what Jesus told this worried old man? No, he said, “You must be born again. You’ve gotten it all wrong from the beginning. Your whole life has been wasted, and you need to start all over again. The reason why you will never see the kingdom of God is because you have not been born again.” Once again, he took this man’s vague unsettledness and defined it sharply. He warned this teacher of Israel that he was actually outside of God’s kingdom, that judgment was coming, and he needed to start all over again. Apparently Nicodemus believed him, repented, and was saved.


3. Or think about those poor traumatized people in Luke 13. They came to Jesus and spoke of their grief: some faithful pilgrims came to Jerusalem. Pilate thought it was a riot and sent his soldiers to kill them. A trauma, a frightful tragedy! And did Jesus tell these poor traumatized people, suffering from PTSD, “Oh, I can see you’ve been through a lot. And I’m sure it’s very confusing to you. But be assured of this: God loves you, and God loves everybody. I’m not sure how this accident happened, but never mind, it won’t happen to you because you’ve already suffered enough. God loves you and he has your back.”? Is that what Jesus said? No, what did he say? He said, “Don’t think that these Galileans were worse sinners than you are. Don’t try to rationalize and escape the truth by hiding under a false hope. God’s judgment is for all sinners. It’s coming for you. And if you don’t repent, you likewise will perish.” 

And then he even intensified their fear by citing a “natural disaster” or “an act of God,” when the tower in Siloam fell and horribly crushed eighteen people to death. Jesus’ point? “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.”


F. Unbelievers are not afraid enough! And it’s largely our fault. So, on the one hand we have Rob Bell assuring everybody that they’re on their way to heaven whether they want to go there or not, because God’s love wins, so don’t worry, be happy. And on the other hand you have most other preachers who are so eager to comfort everyone that they refuse to do what Jesus did and warn people of the coming judgment of God, the judgment that the same people deep down already know is coming, the knowledge that continually disturbs them when they are waking and sleeping, as it should, because it’s a horror beyond all thought or comprehension! 


Remember that we said at the outset that we should seek to foster the “healthy fear” of dangerous things? Well, ask yourself, who is the most dangerous Person in the universe? God is! God’s judgment is worst of all. Our Lord Jesus said in 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.” Jesus said that. Jesus warned about that. Why are we not warning about that? People are not too afraid. People are clearly not afraid enough. 
IV. THE ANSWER TO FEAR.

So what do we do about this fear? The answer is obvious: repent and believe the good news of the gospel. The Son of God in human flesh swallowed whole all of the wrath of God for all of the sins of all of God’s people. For the believer, this frightening nightmare that was lingering just below the surface has disappeared. It’s gone forever. As Paul writes in Romans 8:1: “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”



So remember our diagram here where we had? 
unsettledness          uncertainty
uneasiness


anxiety

  angst

_____________________________________

 terror, panic, dread, horror, anguish, alarm, 

dismay, woe, shame, self-loathing, despair

The justly-deserved, inescapable, unending, unendurable wrath of a holy, almighty,
and all-seeing God!
Because Jesus Christ took all that on himself on the cross, it’s gone, gone, gone, forever. No condemnation. God’s frown has become his smile. He sees us not as we are, but as righteous in his Son. 

B. Now what impact does this have on the believer? Well, it has a cascading impact, one that grows, and I would distinguish about six levels to this growing effect. 

The first level is of incredulity. The wonder of this marvelous transaction is beyond belief. So it would include the speechless astonishment and amazement. 


The second level is of relief. It would include a giddy joy, a profound gratitude, and the peace of resting, no longer afraid, no longer striving to prove yourself. 


The third level is of affection. Knowing we are loved like this, we enjoy a growing desire. We apprehend the sheer beauty of this love and we are drawn inexorably to it.


The fourth level is of zeal. We are greatly energized to honor the One who has loved us so, to proclaim this good news to all, shouting it from the housetops, and boasting in the Lord.


The fifth level is reverence. We deeply respect the One who has given himself for us. We esteem him highly. And we fear, but we only fear that in any way we might dishonor him.


And the ultimate is love.

V. THE FEAR OF THE LORD.


If the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, what is its end? What is wisdom when it has fully matured? The answer is love. The fear of the Lord, the deep and profound respect for God above all others, the fear that neutralizes all other fears, when it has flowered into its fullness, is love. Love for God. That’s why the greatest commandment of all is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, that is with all your soul, mind, and strength. 

If we do not fear the Lord, if we are unrepentant, then we are still under his judgment, and his terrible wrath is coming for us. So any possible threat to our life, to our physical life, becomes an intense matter for fear, because it will deliver us to the horror. Everywhere we turn there is mortal danger: germs, accidents, cancer, falls, heart disease. That’s why we see people frantically doing everything in their power to stave off the inevitable. Because deep down they know what’s coming, and it is terrifying. But dangers lurk around every corner. The prophet Amos depicts the constant danger and dread of those under the judgment of God. Amos 5:18-20: “18  Woe to you who desire the day of the LORD!  Why would you have the day of the LORD?  It is darkness, and not light, 19  as if a man fled from a lion,  and a bear met him,  or went into the house and leaned his hand against the wall,  and a serpent bit him. 20  Is not the day of the LORD darkness, and not light,  and gloom with no brightness in it?”

Dire threats are everywhere. Hence the title of this seminar: “Fear God or Fear Everything.” Virtually everything (a banana peel on the sidewalk!) poses a threat that could deliver us immediately to the judgment of God. The unrepentant are generally aware of this and live continually with this unexplained angst. God’s Word explains the reason. So it’s either Fear God or Fear Everything. <BREAK>
VI. WHY CHRISTIANS STILL FEAR.


A. Now here’s the big question: if the mother of all storms has passed, if the judgment and wrath of God have been fully expended on the Son of God, why is it that believers, people who have repented and who have come under the true and only shelter of God’s grace in Christ, why is it that they are still plagued with fears, and not the good kinds of fears of real dangers to life and limb? 

That’s a complex question, and the answers are varied depending on the circumstances. 


But let’s remember what kind of fear we’re talking about. We do not seek freedom from healthy fear of serious, avoidable dangers. And we are not seeking emotionless imperturbability. We do not want to be emotionally flat and disengaged. We do want to rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep. We should be driven to prayer by our distress when loved ones are ill, when children are straying, when threats loom large. 


The fear that we must battle against is that which leads us to distrust or disobey God. It is the kind of fear that would paralyze our actions when we need to act or freeze our tongues when we need to speak. Or it is the fear that would lead us to disobey God, to take his matters into our own hands or to seek to make our own happiness through unlawful pleasures. That’s the kind of fear that we must renounce and reject entirely. 


Why are God’s dear people still plagued by these kinds of fears? The most basic answer is that we have not yet fully grasped the amazing grace of the gospel. We have not gone to the brink of the abyss, confessed our sin that has earned that horror, and then embraced the wonder of the love of God for wretched sinners like us. 


Here’s how John explains it in 1 John 4:14-18: “14 And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. 15  Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God. 16  So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.” Those are two distinct movements in verse 16. On the one hand, on an intellectual level, John says “we have come to know…the love that God has for us.” On the other hand, we have also “come…to believe the love God has for us.” We have also come to trust God’s love for us in Christ. And then he says, “17 By this is love perfected with us, so that we may have confidence for the day of judgment, (see the primordial threat here, the mother of all storms?) because as he is so also are we in this world. 18 There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.”

Why do God’s people stills struggle with fear? Because God’s love has not yet been perfected in us. That’s the basic answer to our fears. It’s rejecting our sin and self in repentance, and appropriating the love of God freely available to us through faith in Jesus Christ, knowing and believing or resting in him. 

It’s a matter of sanctification. You know that when we come to faith in Christ God justifies us, that is, he declares us righteous. But then he also imparts his Holy Spirit within so that we actually start to become holy as Christ is holy. And overcoming the sinful fear that would lead us to disobey or distrust God is a one of the aspects of that sanctification. 


That’s the first time I’ve referred to “sinful fear.” But that’s really what it is. How many times does God have to say, “Thou shalt not steal,” for stealing to be a sin? Only once. How many times does God have to say, “Fear not” or “Do not be afraid” for that to be a sin? Once. And how many times in God’s Word has he said it? Over one hundred times. 

VII. GOD IS WORTHY OF OUR TRUST.


I go and lead services at a county jail on a regular basis. A few years ago I had been preaching a series out of Romans 8. At one point I said to the men, “If you have the time (they had all the time in the world) I would encourage you to commit Romans 8 to memory. It’s so full of God’s help and comfort.” One of the prisoners asked, “Pastor, have you memorized all of Romans 8?” I replied, “Well, okay, I’m very familiar with all of it, and could quote portions of it from memory, but, no, I haven’t memorized the whole chapter, so you got me, I’m busted.” The prisoner said, “That’s okay, Pastor. We’ve all been busted as well!” 

The answer to overcoming our sinful fears, the fears that would lead us to distrust or disobey God, is to come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. It is to become more and more convinced that God is worthy of our trust. It is a matter of sanctification.


How does that work? Most basically, God the Holy Spirit applies the Word that he inspired to us. He scratches out the sinful and self-centered script written on our hearts by the world and replaces it with the truth of God’s Word. The result is that more and more we think, feel, and act according to God’s Word instead of our own sinful desires. And so the means of grace, the Word sealed by the sacraments bathed in prayer, this is the means by which we grow in grace, in our trust of God, and in overcoming sinful fear. 


The Christian faith is a way, not a moment. We want something quick and easy, an instant cure or fix for what ails us. But God’s Word is like a river that cuts a deep channel in our lives over time.


The Christian faith is not an insight, though it contains many insights, truths from God’s Word.


The Christian faith is not a feeling, though it certainly involves our feelings, our affections.


The Christian faith is not a decision, though it includes all of our decisions, a steadfast commitment to Christ.


The Christian faith is a way, a path which we walk, step-by-step, all through life. 


And three particular truths about God are most helpful when it comes to addressing and overcoming sinful fear: that God is good, that God is wise, and that God is powerful. 


Speaking of Romans 8, let’s just look at a portion of it. This is Romans 8:31-39.


A. First, we see God’s goodness in verses 31-32: “31 What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32  He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” Here, Dear Friends, is the most basic question we must answer and settle for all time. “Is God for us?” If not, then all is lost. God is the most dangerous Person of all. If God is not for us, if God is against us, it’s over. There is nothing left but everlasting horror and dread. 


So is God for us? How can we know? “32  He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” If he gave his best, he’ll surely give us all the rest. 


And did you notice the title of this seminar hidden in verse 31 “Fear God or Fear Everything”? “If God is for us, who can be against us?” If God is with us, for us, on our side, our shield and defender who can stand against us? We could also as “Fear God and you will fear nothing else.” 

B. But then we see God’s great wisdom. The problem of our sinful rebellion against a holy God is really a pickle. A holy and just God could not simply overlook our sins or dispense with the consequences by fiat, or he would no longer be a holy and just God. His justice hand to be served and satisfied. And it was, by the Son of God in human flesh, suffering death for us on the cross. “33  Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 34  Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us.” God solved the problem! Such is the great wisdom of God. He satisfied his own righteous wrath against our sin through the death and resurrection of Christ. So now every accusation against us falls flat. Sure, we are guilty as charged. But the penalty has been paid by the Lamb of God who took away the sin of the world. 


If God solved this most distressing puzzle of how guilty sinners could be right with him again, his wisdom is surely sufficient for all our other troubles, and we can trust his wisdom.


C. And God powerful, all-powerful, and we can trust his all-surpassing might. 

35  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? 36  As it is written,  “For your sake we are being killed all the day long;  we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” 37  No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38  For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, 39  nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Notice that he catalogues just about every conceivable category of our fears. And he dispenses all of them with a single truth. They are not able. They do not have the power to separate us from his love in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

I want to encourage you to put Romans 8 on your reading, re-reading, meditating, studying, and applying list for the rest of the summer. Here we find great help and comfort in all our fear, because we find God, and his love and care for his dear children. And his perfect love will cast out all our fear.

CONCLUSION


There is more to be said, and perhaps more will come out in our Question and Answer time. But let me close with another text that points us in the same direction, toward sanctification as the great help in overcoming sinful fear. It’s in the opening verses of 2 Peter. Remember, Peter was no stranger to sinful fear. On the night Jesus was betrayed, even after he had specifically been warned, “brave” Peter fled with all the rest, and when his moment came, he denied the he very knew his Lord. So Peter knew intimately the power of sinful fear. Here’s what he writes: 


3  His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, 4  by which he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire.

    
5  For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, 6  and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, 7  and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. 8  For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they keep you from being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9  For whoever lacks these qualities is so nearsighted that he is blind, having forgotten that he was cleansed from his former sins. 

10  Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to make your calling and election sure, for if you practice these qualities you will never fall. 11  For in this way there will be richly provided for you an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

What he’s saying is simple: sanctification, growing in the qualities of godliness, leads to assurance. It leads to assurance of our calling and election by God to salvation, assurance of God’s love. And perfect love casts out all fear.

Q&A
____________________________________________________________________________________________


