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My buddies and I were driving home from high school one afternoon when somebody got the idea that we should 
try water skiing on one of the irrigation canals that surround Bakersfield.  We all thought it was a great idea so we 
got our suits, a tow rope and some skis and drove my 1951 Plymouth station wagon out to a farm west of town.  
The canal was maybe 12 feet across with a dirt road running along side of it.  We attached the rope to the back of 
the car, the first guy jumped in and I floored it.  It was great – no wake, no waves, smooth as glass.  And we could 
ski a lot faster behind a car than we could behind a boat.  So I’m barreling down this dirt road at 50 mph; the car is 
bouncing over potholes and ruts and swerving around telephone poles while the guy we’re towing is hanging on 
for dear life.  We discovered that there are bridges over irrigation so we had to pay attention and make sure we let 
go of the rope plenty of time before we crashed into one because the bridge was only a couple of feet above the 
water level.  We thought this was the most fun we’d ever had – in spite of the fact that the water was filthy and 
I’m sure was filled with pesticides, we were only inches away from in that narrow channel from catching our ski in 
the mud and risking serious injury or death and what we were doing was highly illegal.  But in high school, you 
generally have more guts than brains and do things you would never dream of doing now.  All of which brings me 
to my question for the morning: is fear a healthy thing or an unhealthy thing?  It depends on what we’re afraid of.  
Healthy fear is essential for our survival.  We should have been a lot more afraid skiing on the canals than we had 
the sense to be.  However, there are rational fears and there are irrational fears; healthy fears and unhealthy fears; 
fears which are reasonable and fears which are unreasonable.   
 
We’ve spent the past several weeks in a series I’ve entitled “Fearless” about how only faith in God can conquer our 
fears.  The command to “Fear not” appears far more often in the Bible than any other command because fear is 
the opposite of faith.   As the English writer, G.K. Chesterton wrote, “We fear men so much because we fear God 
so little.  One fear cures another.  When men’s terror scares you, turn your thought to the wrath of God.”  Any 
time I fear anything more than I fear God, I am not believing in the God of the Bible.  That’s why the command to 
fear not appears so regularly.  It’s another way to say, “Trust God.”  We’ve looked conquering our fear of people, 
our fears about money, health and aging, our fear of commitment, of failure, of the unknown and our fear of 
disasters.   And in each case, we’ve learned that the more seriously we take God, the less seriously we’ll take 
everything else; that faith in God is the antidote to fear.  But what about the fear of God Himself?  That’s the fear 
I’d like for us to consider this morning; the difference between a healthy and an unhealthy fear of God.   One thing 
we’ve learned over the past weeks is that if we truly fear God, we’ll fear nothing else.  But what does it mean to 
fear God?  In Exodus 20, God appears at Mount Sinai to speak to the nation of Israel, giving them the Ten 
Commandments.  Hearing God speak must have been a terrifying experience because Exodus 20:18-20 tell us, “All 
the people perceived the thunder and the lightning flashes and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain 
smoking; (the signs that God had arrived on the mountain) and when the people saw it, they trembled and stood 
at a distance. Then they said to Moses, "Speak to us yourself and we will listen; but let not God speak to us, or we 
will die."  Have you ever thought, “Just for once, I wish God would tell me what to do.  I wish He would speak 
audibly to me.”  Be glad we don’t get everything we wish for.  Apparently having the Creator of the Universe talk to 
you was terrifying.  So the people suggest to Moses that he go and talk with God and then he can tell them what 
God said, because they’re not comfortable with this face to face conversation.  I want you to notice what Moses 
says at this point in vs. 20. “Moses said to the people, "Do not be afraid; for God has come in order to test you, and 
in order that the fear of Him may remain with you, so that you may not sin."  Moses says, “Don’t be afraid of God 
because He is appearing to you this way so that you will fear Him.”  Apparently there is an appropriate and an 
inappropriate fear of God, a healthy fear of God and an unhealthy fear of God.  And unless I understand that there 
is an appropriate and an inappropriate fear of God, I’m going to have a tough time making sense of the Bible; 
because there are commands in the Bible to fear God and there are commands not to fear God.  In 2 Cor. 7:1, Paul 
writes, “Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, 
perfecting holiness in the fear of God.”  Yet the same apostle writes in Romans 8:14-15, “For all who are being led 
by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God.  For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but 
you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out,’Abba! Father!”   But then in Eph. 5:21, Paul 



writes, “Be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.”   But he writes to Timothy, “For God has not given us a 
spirit of fear but of power and love and discipline.”  But then he writes in Philippians 2:12, “Work out your salvation 
with fear and trembling.”   So are we supposed to be afraid of God or not?  The answer is yes, but with the right 
kind of fear.  This morning I want to talk about conquering the unhealthy fear of God and look at three simple 
questions. 1. What is an unhealthy fear of God?  2. What is a healthy fear of God?  3. What is an unhealthy lack of 
fear of God?  And we’ll spend most of our time on the first question.  
 
There is a passage in 1 John 4 which has been very helpful to me in understanding what an unhealthy fear of God 
looks like.  We studied 1 John together several months ago and you may remember that 1 John is about how to 
know if we really know God.  Over and over, John says, “Here is what God is like and therefore here is what people 
who know Him are like.”  In 1 John 4:7, John writes, “Beloved, let us love one another,” because a love for people 
is the natural result of having a relationship with God.  In vs. 7-11, John says that if we know God, we’ll love 
people.  In vs. 12-15, John says that if God lives in us, we will love people.  In vs. 16-18, John says that if we are 
growing in our relationship with God, we will love people.  And in vs. 19-21, John says that if we love God, we’ll 
love people.  That’s why according to John, my relationships with people are the most accurate indication of my 
true relationship with God.  To understand what an unhealthy fear of God looks like, I want to focus on John’s third 
point.  If I am growing in my relationship with God, I will love people.  Let’s look at 1 John 4:16-18.  “We have come 
to know and have believed the love which God has for us. God is love, and the one who abides in love abides in God, 
and God abides in him. By this, love is perfected with us...”  One word the Bible uses to describe spiritual growth is 
the verb, “perfect.” The word means to complete, to make whole or to finish.  God is presently in the process of 
perfecting each of us, of making us like Christ.  Verse 16 explains how God perfects us or grows us up in our ability 
to love each other.  “By this, love is perfected with us.”  By what? The more I know about and believe in the love 
God has for me, the more I will grow in my ability to love others. I don’t grow in my ability to love by focusing on 
people and trying to make them more lovable or by focusing on my duty to love everybody, regardless of how big a 
jerk they are. I grow in my ability to love people by knowing and believing that God loves me.  The more I know 
and trust in and experience God’s love for me, the more of His love I will have for others.  That’s how John says we 
grow in our love for people; let’s look at the result of growing on our love for people. “By this love is perfected with 
us that we may have confidence in the day of judgment; because as He is, so also are we in this world.”    Who will 
be confident in the day of judgment?  Those who have known and believed in God’s love for them and have 
learned to love people like Jesus loved people.  Because a love for people is the most accurate indicator of my true 
relationship with God, those who know God loves them and who therefore love others will be confident when they 
meet Jesus face to face because they have become like Him.  
 
John is talking about spiritual growth, something it’s easy to neglect in this life.  I’d like to grow spiritually but I 
have more immediate concerns that I need to put my energy into; my job, my family, my hobbies. So John plays 
the motivation card here.  Why should I take spiritual growth seriously?  There’s a final at the end of this class.  
Every one of us will stand before God to be judged; not for our sins. They were taken away at the cross.  That’s 
why Jesus says, “He who believes in me will not come into judgment but has passed from judgment into life.”  But 
we will be judged for what we did as believers, how we served God’s purpose.  It’s not a judgment to determine 
punishment but to determine rewards.  But that judgment will still be the most serious event of our lives.  We will 
stand before the God of the universe and the angels of heaven and all the believers of history to have our life 
evaluated.  I mean, this is a real final exam.  This will determine the success or failure of your entire life.  So here I 
am, standing with all the Christians who have ever lived, (there’s Paul and Peter and John, along with David and 
Moses and Daniel and all the other people of God from before Jesus, the great heroes and heroines of the faith, 
along with all the rest of us ordinary folks) and I’m waiting my turn to give an account of my life.  And as we all 
stand there, we notice that some people are pretty nervous.  Some are pale.  But others are happy and confident, 
excited to meet Jesus face to face and to give their report.  Do you know who’s going to be confident when they 
stand before God that day?  Not necessarily the famous preacher or Bible Teacher.  Not necessarily the successful 
evangelist or missionary. Not necessarily the martyrs, the leaders or the world-changers. There’s only one place in 
Scripture that tells us who will be confident on the day of judgment, and it’s right here.  The Christians who can be 
confident as they stand before Christ will be those who have become as He is, whose character has become like 
Christ’s character, whose life reflects His life, and who have been a display case to the world of what God is like, 



that He is love. That is why John says we need to take spiritual growth seriously.  That’s where all the points on the 
final are.  How much did I love people like Jesus loved people? 
 
Now all that is by way of introducing vs. 18 which is the verse I want to focus on.  John just told us about the final.  
Now he gives us a midterm.  Here’s how you can tell how much you’ve grown so far in loving people like Jesus 
loves people. “There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves punishment, and the 
one who fears is not perfected in love.”   Notice that last phrase.  “…the one who fears is NOT perfected in love.”  
How can I tell much have I grown so far in loving people like Jesus loves them?  John asks me, “How large of a role 
does fear play in your life?” According to John, the opposite of love isn’t hatred or indifference.  The opposite of 
love is fear.  “There is no fear in love...”  “The one who fears is not perfected in love.”  Why is fear the opposite of 
love?  Let’s go back to the beginning. How do we grow in our ability to love?  John just told us back in verse 16 that 
the more I know and believe that God loves me, the more I will love others. Remember that love is not a result of 
feelings or how people treat us or Christian duty.  Love is a result of faith in God’s unchanging love for me.  I’ll love 
people when I truly believe that God loves me.  But fear is the opposite of faith.  Fear is the result of unbelief.  If I 
don’t love people, I don’t believe in a loving God.   That’s why John says in vs. 18 that “perfect (mature) love casts 
out fear, because fear involves punishment and the one who fears (punishment) is not perfected in love.”  And that 
is the definition of an unhealthy fear of God.  John says that if I fear punishment, I really don’t understand or 
believe in the love of God.  I really don’t know the God of the Bible.  I can believe in a loving God or I can believe in 
a punishing God.  I cannot believe in both. 
 
But doesn’t the God of the Bible punish sin?  What was Sodom and Gommorah about, or the Flood?  Isn’t the Bible 
full of examples of God punishing sin?  Absolutely – and that is why the gospel is such good news. How do we 
know that God is love? John tells us in vs. 9-10 of chapter 4. “By this the love of God was manifested in us, that God 
has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we might live through Him.  In this is love, not that we loved 
God but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”   How do I know God loves me? He 
sent His only Son to be the atoning sacrifice for my sins.  Jesus bears the punishment for my sins. He paid my debt 
in full. The justice of God was satisfied at the cross.  That’s why I don’t fear punishment; because all the 
punishment I deserved has already been borne by my Savior.  Jesus stood in my place and was punished for me so 
that I will never be punished.  Paul writes in 2 Cor. 5:14, “God made Him who knew no sin to become sin for us that 
we might become the righteousness of God in Him.”  That’s why Paul writes in Romans 8:33-34, “Who will bring a 
charge against God’s elect?  God is the one who justifies; who is the one who condemns.  Christ Jesus is He who 
died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.”  My faith rests not on 
who I am or on what I’ve done but in who Christ is and what He has done.”  God demonstrates His own love for us 
in that while we were sinners, Christ died for us.  I don’t have to ever fear the punishment of God because Christ 
has already borne all of the punishment I so richly deserve as my substitute and Savior.  That’s the gospel.  And so 
John says that if I fear punishment, then I don’t yet understand the gospel or the extent of God’s great love for me.  
 
Do I have a healthy fear of God or an unhealthy fear of God? Well, do I believe in a punishing God or in a gospel 
God?  If I’m afraid that God doesn’t want my best, that sooner or later He’ll do something to wreck my life, I 
believe in a punishing God, not in the gospel God.  If I believe that if I don’t make all the right decisions, cross all 
my T-s and dot all my I -s that my life won’t work out, I believe in a punishing God, not in the gospel God.   If I fear 
surrendering to God’s will and letting Him determine what’s best for me, I believe in a punishing God, not in the 
gospel God.  If I think I have to earn God’s approval or blessing, that I need to placate God by going to church or 
praying or tithing, I believe in a punishing God, not in the gospel God. If when I look into heaven, I see a frown and 
not smile, I believe in a punishing God, not in the gospel God.  If I can’t trust God to take care of me and think I 
have to take care of myself and make all of my own decisions, I believe in a punishing God, not in the gospel God.  
If I avoid God because He reminds me of my dad who always demanded more and never thought what I did was 
good enough, I believe in a punishing God, not in the gospel God. If I believe that God only tolerates me rather 
than delighting in me as His beloved child, I believe in a punishing God, not in the gospel God.  And if I believe that 
any time God answers my prayers or blesses me, I need to somehow pay Him back, I believe in a punishing God, 
not in the gospel God.  A healthy fear of God is based on the truth about God and the truth is that we don’t have to 
fear God’s punishment because He sent Jesus to bear that punishment because of His great love for us.  An 
unhealthy fear of God is based upon lies about God.  People with an unhealthy fear of God either avoid God or try 



to appease or control God.  They don’t believe He is really committed to their welfare, so they either stay away 
from Him as far as possible or they try to placate Him into giving them what they want.  
 
That’s an unhealthy fear of God.  So what is a healthy fear of God?  If the One who knows us best loves us most, if 
perfect love casts out all fear, then what does the Bible mean when it tells us that there is a healthy fear of God?  
There is a great scene is C.S. Lewis’ children’s book, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, in which Lewis 
perfectly captures the biblical idea of the fear of God.  When Susan first hears that the ruler of Narnia is a lion 
named Aslan, she says "Oh, I thought he was a man. Is he-quite safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a 
lion" "Safe?" said Mr. Beaver "Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn't safe. But he's good.”  God isn’t safe.  
He’s God.  Last week we read how when Jesus stilled a storm with a word, His disciples were terrified by His 
control over nature. A safe, predictable, controllable God wouldn’t be God.  God isn’t safe.  But He is good and a 
healthy fear of God simply takes Him seriously as God.  An unhealthy fear of God is the result of believing lies 
about God.  A healthy fear of God is the result of believing the truth about God.  There is an irrational fear of God 
and there is a rational fear of God.  When we added on to our house, my good friend, Bob Knight and I did all the 
electrical work.  Well, Bob did all the electrical work and I assisted.  I remember one day when we were pulling 
wire through studs and putting in junction boxes and outlets, Bob said, “Electricity is really quite safe if you take it 
seriously and follow the rules.  If you handle it carelessly, it can kill you.”  Then he added, “It’s like the fear of God.  
God is actually quite easy to live with if we take Him seriously.  It is when we don’t that we get into trouble.” I’ve 
never forgotten that conversation.  Whenever I do any electrical work, I always turn the power off at the box.  And 
I don’t trifle with the Almighty.  As long as I take the truth about Him seriously, I’m fine. 
 
Let’s look at Proverbs 1:7.  Solomon, the world’s wisest man writes, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
knowledge;”   This is the theme of the whole book of Proverbs; wisdom begins with what we think about our 
Creator.  It is so easy to think we believe in God and yet to live as if He doesn’t exist; so easy to forget about Him or 
to ignore Him and leave Him out of our plans altogether.  But according to Proverbs, as long as I ignore God or 
believe lies about God, wisdom will elude me.  That’s why Proverbs 3:5-7 says Proverbs 3:5-8 “Trust in the Lord 
with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding.  In all your ways, acknowledge Him, and He will 
make your paths straight. Do not be wise in your own eyes.  Fear the Lord and turn away from evil.  It will be 
healing to your body and refreshment to your bones.”  What is a healthy fear of God? Notice that fearing God is the 
same as trusting God, acknowledging the truth about who He is and living in the light of that truth.  Fearing God is 
taking God seriously in our plans and decisions.  I can trust in what the Bible tells me is true of God or I can trust in 
my own understanding.  I can apply what I know about Him in all my decisions and He will make my paths straight 
or I can ignore the truth about Him and walk in darkness.  I can take Him seriously and find healing and 
refreshment or I can live like He doesn’t exist which inevitably will lead me into evil.  That’s why John says believing 
the truth about God and His love for us lead us into freedom.  Not believing the truth about God leads us into 
inappropriate fear and anxiety.  The following chart helps us to see whether we’re living with a healthy or an 
unhealthy fear of God.  
 
A healthy fear of God is my response to the truth about God.  An unhealthy fear of God is my response to lies 
about God.  So do I have a healthy or an unhealthy fear of God?  Here’s a chart that may help us.  A healthy fear of 
God takes God seriously and His promises seriously.  And as John tells us, until we take the gospel seriously, we will 
never be free of fear. 
 
 
There are some people with an unhealthy fear of God and others with an unhealthy lack of fear of God.  Let’s look 
at Proverbs 1:7 one more time. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge: fools despise wisdom and 
instruction.” (Proverbs 1:7)  Proverbs defines a fool as someone who doesn’t live in reality because he doesn’t fear 
God or take God seriously.  As Psalm 14:1 says, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.”  The fool lives as if 
the God of the Bible does not exist and because our behavior always follows our theology, the fool is enslaved to 
wickedness. Psalm 10:13 asks, “Why has the wicked spurned God?  He has said to himself, “You will not require it.” 
(Psalm 10:13)  The wicked is wicked precisely because he doesn’t fear God, doesn’t take God’s punishment 
seriously, doesn’t believe that God involves Himself in human affairs.  And that is a common view of God in 
America today.  People don’t take God seriously. They never ask themselves, “If I do this, how will God react?”  If 



they believe in God at all, they believe in an all-loving, all-tolerant god who really doesn’t get involved in human 
affairs but who just sits in heaven and grins, like a doting granddad.  They have no fear of God and the Bible says 
that is a very dangerous position to be because a perfectly just God must punish every sin.  I was that fool for many 
years, never taking God seriously, never worrying about what He thought about what I was doing.  I did whatever I 
wanted and eventually, the consequences of my actions caught up with me.  I was stressed, depressed and 
miserable – and worst of all, I knew it was the result of all the bad choices I had made. In his hymn, “Amazing 
Grace” John Newton wrote, “Twas grace that taught my heart to fear and grace my fears relieved.”  I had to be 
taught by grace to fear God’s just punishment for my sins before I could understand why the gospel is such good 
news.  And if that is where you are this morning – if you haven’t feared God in the past but are beginning to worry 
that maybe everything isn’t great between you and Him, I have good news for you.  The grace of God is teaching 
your heart to fear God in a healthy way because it opens our ears to the gospel.   
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