
 
 

1 

Putting the Fear of God into Us selected Proverbs 9/13/15 

A phobia is an ingrained and often irrational fear.  You may have 

heard of acrophobia (the fear of heights), hydrophobia (fear of water) or 

claustrophobia (the fear of Santa- just kidding).  Claustrophobia is the fear 

of confined places.  Here are some other fears you may not have heard of.  

Musophobia is the fear of mice.  Erythrophobia is the fear of the color red.  

Neophobia is the fear of new things.  (For some reason, this one seems 

very common in Gettysburg!)  And you may not have heard of this last one, 

but you’ve seen it:  Gamophobia is the fear of marriage.   

And then there is the fear of God.  I’m not sure what the clinical term 

is for that one, but the phrase “the fear of the Lord” occurs nineteen times in 

Proverbs.  What does it mean?  When I was growing up, I remember 

hearing a few sermons which were clearly designed to put the fear of God 

into us.  I specifically remember one sermon I heard when I was nine years 

old.  We were visiting another church for some reason.  The preacher 

talked rather graphically and excitedly about the horrors of hell.  Then he 

said that Jesus could return at any hour and those who haven’t accepted 

him as their Savior would go to hell.  Now I was young, but I wasn’t dumb.  I 

accepted Jesus as my Savior that morning!   

But was the preacher right in viewing God as someone who almost 

delights in inflicting harm on his fallen creation?  I certainly had a fear of the 
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Lord that morning, but is that the kind of fear the Bible talks about?  Are we 

supposed to be terrified of God?  If so, how does that fit with the teaching of 

Jesus, who called God his “Daddy” and encouraged us to do the same? 

And wouldn’t it also be in conflict with Jesus’ invitation to us to be his 

friends?  Or, with his decision to die on our behalf?  So, what is this “fear of 

the Lord?” 

The commentators I read about this were all in agreement that the 

phrase “the fear of the Lord” means a profound sense of reverence, a 

sense of awe.  Someone who has the “fear of the Lord” understands and 

acknowledges the vast difference between the greatness of God and the 

smallness of us.  We acknowledge the limits of our understanding of our 

world and submit ourselves to live in the ways that God, the Creator, has 

revealed to us.  That is the kind of “fear of the Lord” that the writers of 

Proverbs intend for us to have.  They teach us that wise people understand 

their place in the world under the reign of God and align their attitudes, 

beliefs, and actions with that reality.  In the words of Proverbs 1, “The fear 

of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”  (Prov. 1:7) Accepting the reality of 

our standing before God is the foundation upon which wisdom is built. 

Several of the proverbs dealing with the “fear of the Lord” outline the 

blessings which will follow those who have the proper attitude toward God, 

and the negative outcomes which come to those who do not.  For example, 



 
 

3 

“The fear of the Lord is life indeed; filled with it one rests secure and suffers 

no harm.”  (Prov. 19:23) The writer is saying that having a proper 

relationship with God leads to security and protection.  Proverbs 10:27 

says, “The fear of the Lord prolongs life, but the years of the wicked will be 

short.”  Having a right relationship with God can result in a longer life!  Or 

how about this one?  “The reward for humility and the fear of the Lord is 

riches and honor and life.”  (Prov. 22:4) So far, the writers have promised 

security, protection, long life, honor, and riches to those who “fear the Lord.” 

 That sounds like a pretty good deal, doesn’t it?  We do our part- fearing or 

reverencing the Lord- and God rewards us with great blessings.  But does it 

always work that way?  What about good, godly people who die young?  Or, 

the millions of devoted Christians who live in poverty, or in war-torn 

countries around the world? 

When reading Proverbs, we need to keep in mind that these are 

proverbs- wise sayings or advice that is generally true.  A proverb doesn’t 

claim to be true 100% of the time; it’s a general principle. These proverbs 

are saying that if we honor God by living according to the ways God has 

created us to live, we are much more likely to be safe, protected, and 

financially secure.  But, if we dishonor God by ignoring or rejecting the ways 

in which we were created to function, we are much more likely to 

experience grief and sorrow.  Proverbs 1:29-31 puts it like this, “Because 
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they hated knowledge and did not choose the fear of the Lord, would have 

none of my counsel, and despised all my reproof, therefore they shall eat 

the fruit of their way and be sated with their own devices.”   

I think the way to read these proverbs is to see the rewards and 

punishments as the natural consequences or “fruits” of living within or 

outside of the way we were designed to live.  They are not supposed to be 

absolute promises, but rather wise observations about the way things 

generally work.  The Bible itself acknowledges that things do not always 

work this way.  Consider Psalm 73, in which David laments the fact that the 

wicked are prospering while he is in dire straits.  Or the story of Job in 

which a righteous man suffers for no apparent reason.  Or the lives of the 

Old Testament prophets, who certainly feared the Lord, yet suffered greatly. 

 Or, of course, Jesus himself.  Clearly there are times in the Bible when 

those who fear the Lord suffer.  The proverbs we have read simply advise 

us that having respect for God and God’s ways- generally works out for our 

own good.  And that is true. 

In addition to these proverbs forecasting rewards and punishment, 

there are proverbs that talk about other benefits of fearing the Lord.  For 

example, there are several proverbs that speak to us about discerning the 

meaning of life with God’s help. “All our steps are ordered by the Lord; how 

then can we understand our own ways?”  (Prov. 20:24)  
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Isn’t it interesting that almost 3,000 years ago people were struggling 

to understand the meaning of life, and we’re still trying to figure it out today? 

We contemporary Americans are willing to try almost anything to make 

sense out of life.  We pour ourselves into our careers, hoping to find 

meaning there.  We accumulate more and more stuff.  We seek therapy in 

record numbers.  We throw ourselves into sports and hobbies.  We 

exercise and have plastic surgery to improve our physical appearance.  

And we do all manner of things to prolong our lifespan.   

And, we have chased after all kinds of faddish religious beliefs and 

practices.  Although I had major problems with the book and film, “Eat, 

Pray, Love” because of its self-centered and self-indulgent approach to 

spirituality, its popularity reminds us that people have an intense desire to 

unlock the meaning of life.  In fact, questions about the meaning of life 

haunt many of us. 

Proverbs does not tell us the precise meaning of life, but it directs us 

to the source of life’s meaning.  It directs us to the Lord, who orders our 

steps and makes everything for its purpose, because Proverbs is skeptical 

about our own ability to discern the right way to live. “There is a way which 

seems right to a person, but its end is the way to death.”  (Prov. 14:12) 

Looking deep within ourselves for meaning and purpose is not the answer.  

In the first place, we’re not all that deep!  And we are as likely to deceive 
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ourselves as we are to find real meaning.   

That’s because the human capacity for self-deception is enormous. If 

you doubt this, just watch the TV show, “American Idol,” or others like it!  

These shows invite people from all over the country to audition and 

compete to win the honor of being the best new singing talent in the 

country.  Part of the fun of the show is watching and listening to people 

audition who lack in any musical talent whatsoever.  And some of these 

same off-key people get really angry when they don’t make the cut!  They 

have deceived themselves into believing something that is absolutely 

untrue- they believe they are talented singers, when they clearly are not! 

In the same way, Proverbs cautions us about trying to determine the 

meaning of life, and the morality of our actions on our own.  We are likely to 

simply deceive ourselves.  Instead, Proverbs directs us to look to the Lord 

to discern the purpose for living and the specific ways we ought to live.   

Proverbs talks about the “fear of the Lord” in terms of rewards and 

punishments.  And it tells us that our only hope of finding meaning in life is 

in our Creator. 

Finally, Proverbs notes that a proper understanding of our 

relationship to God should overcome any tendency on our part toward pride 

and arrogance. “The fear of the Lord is hatred of evil.  Pride and arrogance 

and the way of evil and perverted speech I hate.”  (Prov. 8:13) The fear of 
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the Lord is instruction in wisdom, and humility goes before honor” (Prov. 

15:33)  Since God is sovereign, the Creator, the one who orders all of life 

and understands all that there is, there is little room for pride on our part.  A 

proper understanding of God and our role in the universe squeezes out any 

room for personal pride and arrogance.   

That first proverb about pride is pretty strong.  It says that God hates 

pride.  Do you wonder why that is?  When we have an attitude of pride 

before God, we are really saying that we know better than God how things 

ought to operate.  That often leads us to disregard God’s commandments 

and instead to do what we think best.  And that generally leads to pain and 

heartache, not just for us, but for others as well.  For example, the Bible 

clearly tells us that revenge belongs to God, not to us.  Our job is to forgive. 

 But how many families have been torn apart and continue to suffer 

because someone will not forgive a hurt done to them many years ago?  

Refusing God’s way of forgiveness, people hold on to grudges, and cause 

pain not just to one person, but to others connected to that person, who feel 

pressured to take sides, or just struggle to stay out of the conflict.  I think 

that’s why God hates pride.  It subverts his good will and intention for his 

creation and causes pain and suffering. 

Life in a fallen world such as ours is hard.  And there is no magic 

solution that will solve all our problems and make us happy all the time.  But 



 
 

8 

Proverbs reminds us that living well demands that we have the proper 

attitude toward our Maker, an attitude of profound awe and respect.  Living 

in right relationship with our Creator has its rewards.  The “fear of the Lord” 

can help us to discern life’s meaning and purpose.  It can also keep us from 

destructive pride and arrogance.  The fear of the Lord is not about being 

terrified of God.  But it reminds us that God is both near as a friend as well 

as far above and beyond our comprehension. 


