
May 15 – Tough Question – What does it mean to fear God? 
 
Hey, Tim Perry here, pastor of Spiritual Discovery at Christ Community Church – 
coming at you with Week 19’s video out of our series we’re calling Tough 
Questions.  
 
Well, in Week 19, we read Psalm 111 and it raises the question that I want to deal 
with this week and that is – what do Christians mean – what does the Bible mean – 
when it says that we’re supposed to fear the Lord? 
 
I’ve gotten that question so many different times from so many different people, I 
thought I would try to tackle it this week.  Well, let me give you a taste for Psalm 111 
and then what we’ll do is take a look at the word “fear” out of its original languages 
in the Bible.  Then we’ll take a look at why it is that the fear of the Lord is important 
in our relationship with God. 
 
So Psalm 111 – let me give you a flavor of how that reads: 

Praise the LORD  

I will extol the LORD with all my heart  
    in the council of the upright and in the assembly.  

2 Great are the works of the LORD; 
    they are pondered by all who delight in them. 
3 Glorious and majestic are his deeds, 
    and his righteousness endures forever. 
4 He has caused his wonders to be remembered; 
    the LORD is gracious and compassionate.  
5 He provides food for those who fear him;  
    he remembers his covenant forever. 

6 He has shown his people the power of his works,  
    giving them the lands of other nations.  
7 The works of his hands are faithful and just; 
    all his precepts are trustworthy.  
8 They are established for ever and ever, 
    enacted in faithfulness and uprightness. 
9 He provided redemption for his people; 
    he ordained his covenant forever— 
    holy and awesome is his name. 

(Now listen to the conclusion of all of those accolades of God and his magnificent 
character) 
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10 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;  
    all who follow his precepts have good understanding.  
    To him belongs eternal praise. 

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” – did you catch that?  The fear of 
the LORD, not so much the power or the strength or the goodness of the LORD is 
the beginning of wisdom, but right here in Psalm 111, it says:  “It’s the fear of the 
LORD. 
 
So it’s really important that we understand this word “fear” – that we not trivialize it 
– but that we get the best definition that we can from scripture.  What does the 
Bible mean when it uses that word fear – especially that phrase “fear of the LORD”. 
 
Well let’s look at these words on my sketchpad over here for a quick second.  So 
how does the Bible use this word “fear”?  Well, in the Old Testament in Hebrews, the 
word “yir’a” is the one most commonly translated as “fear”.  It means not only fear – 
to be afraid of something, but also to be very afraid of something – terror.  But it 
also has the connotation of reference.   
 
Here’s an interesting passage that uses the word a couple of different times.  In 
Exodus 20:20 – Moses says this to the people:  “Do not be afraid (do not be yir’a) 
God has come to test you so that the fear (the yir’a) of God will be with you to keep 
you from sinning.”   
 
So it seems to indicate that without some sense of reverence or fear of God, we 
would have license to sin, and God is saying, Hey, don’t be afraid of me, but do be 
afraid of sinning.  Do be afraid of trodding on a relationship with me that should be 
based on reverence and respect.   
 
So in the New Testament then, what does that look like?  What word gets used in 
the New Testament?  Well, in our Greek Bible, we see the word “phobeo” and I bet 
you’ll recognize that word because it looks a little like our word for phobia.  
“Phobeo” is the Greek word for “fear”.  It can mean being frightened of something 
or someone or just to have fear.  It also has this third connotation of reverence and 
respect.   
 
There’s a very interesting passage where the word “phobeo” gets used a couple of 
times in Mark’s Gospel in chapter 4:39-41.  What’s happening is that Jesus is out on 
the sea in a boat with the disciples and a storm comes up and Jesus is so exhausted 
that he’s asleep in the front of the boat, but the disciples are in the boat and they 
are terrified of the situation.  They’re afraid that they’re going to drown – so they 
wake up Jesus.  They say, “Jesus, save us – we need help and Jesus asks them the 
question, What are you really afraid of?”  Now immediately they’re afraid of their 
circumstances – so Jesus actually calms the storm – He speaks to the wind and the 
waves and everything comes to a dead calm.  And in the aftermath of that, this 
word “phobeo” gets used again and the disciples were not necessarily relieved that 
Jesus was able to calm the storm – they were actually terrified again.  They were 
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terrified because they saw Jesus calm a storm.  In a sense it put the fear of God in 
them – who is this that calms waves and wind?   
 
So what does this have to do then with Psalm 111, which ends with the conclusion 
– hey people – the beginning of all wisdom is the fear of God? 
 
Let’s go over to the white board and take look at that as I wrap up today’s video.  So 
how is it that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom according to the 
Psalmist?   
 
Well, I want to look at two factors about God that point to two roles that he plays in 
our world and then ask the question about two possible problems that humanity 
might have in trying to relate to a God like that. 
 
Here’s my first factor:   
 
I’m simply going to call it – “The Bigness Factor”.  When you think about God, you 
need to think about something that’s enormous – huge – the role that I’m talking 
about here is the role of creator.  Scriptures claim is that God created everything – 
everybody – from the size of our universe when we go big – God has to be 
incredibly large.  When you think about every cell in our body – when you think 
about the DNA code that’s woven into every tiny little molecule – then we’ve got to 
realize that this is a God who is super-powerful – super-intelligent.  Not only does 
He have the power to just push everything into existence and to make it an 
enormous universe that we live in, but he has the property of super-intelligence – 
the know how to make it all actually work and to have a purpose behind it.  So 
that’s kind of the Bigness Factor of who God is.  Of course, a rightful response on 
our part would be one of awe that a God like that actually is calling us to relate to 
Him in a personal way.  The sheer bigness factor of who God is should lead us to 
conclude that maybe our approach toward Him needs to be one of reference – one 
of awe – maybe one of outright terror at times. 
 
Here’s the second factor – I’m calling the “The Character Factor” because not only is 
it a matter of what God can do – it’s a matter of who God is in his character that 
evokes this response that we call awe or fear.  And the role that I’m talking about 
here is that God is the “judge” – God is the one who has the ultimate power to 
make determinations of right and wrong – to weigh out the deeds and the 
thoughts of mankind and to proclaim us right in his eyes or condemned in his eyes 
– or however he’s going to view us.  He is the only one that has that role in the 
entire universe when we look at all of humanity and all of what’s gone on in human 
history.  There are several attributes of God – the fact that He’s holy and just 
qualifies Him to be the judge of our entire situation.  But we also enrich His 
character understanding with the fact that He’s loving and merciful – that in His 
way of bringing judgment, He’s also going to draw on these aspects of his character 
in the process. 
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Now that all sounds great, but what about humanity – what about us – what about 
this command to fear the Lord or that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of all 
wisdom?  Well, think about what happens when we deny these two factors of God.  
What if we denied God’s bigness – what happens?  What if we denied the goodness 
of God’s character – what does that imply for trying to relate to him in a personal 
way?   
 
Well, several problems can begin to emerge.  If we deny the “bigness factor” of God, 
we eventually trivialize him.  We say, well – it doesn’t matter that there’s some God 
out there who claims to have made everything – I’m going to blow that off.  I don’t 
believe that and I don’t care about that – I haven’t really been convinced of that.  So 
it’s easy in that case to trivialize this idea of God as just saying that he’s just the God 
of those Christians when, in fact, if God is real, if He has created everything, if He has 
that amount of power and super-intelligence – we’re crazy to trivialize it.  We better 
try to figure Him out and relate to Him. 
 
Then what happens if we trivialize God – is we also marginalize God.  We push him 
to the side of our consideration.  God deals with us through this idea called 
“common grace” – that is He gives us space to arrive at our conclusions about who 
He is.  So He doesn’t force us to believe in Him and worship Him.  But if left to 
ourselves – if we blow past the bigness factor of who He is – in our own broken sin 
nature – our tendency is going to be to marginalize Him and shrink Him down so 
that we can manage Him and we don’t have to be accountable to Him.  So that we 
don’t have to have any fear of God in our concepts of Him. 
 
Well, what happens then if we blow off the “character factor” as well?  Well, then 
that puts us in the awkward position of judging God.  It’s not that God judges us 
any more – we’re the ones giving valuation to God – we’re trying to determine who 
He is and what He’s like.  That puts us on very thin ice with God.  God has very 
strong feelings about that in the Bible.   
 
But here’s another word that happens that I want to introduce you to:  
“misattribute” – that means we take certain things that we see around us and we 
hold God responsible to them and we come to the opposite conclusions about His 
character based on that.  So people will look at a world that we live in that has flaws 
in it – that has imperfections in it – that has tragedy in it and we’ll misattribute that 
to God.  We’ll say God, you’re evil – God, you’re not fair – God, you’re not loving, 
you’re not merciful.  I don’t trust your standards of right and wrong, and we 
foolishly misattribute to God things that are not at all a part of his character. 
 
So to sum up, the writer of Psalm 111 is saying – if we can’t wrestle it through and 
get to where these two basic foundational things aren’t things we can sign off on 
with God, we’re not going to get out of the gate with God.  But if we can stop right 
here and work on this until we understand that God is our creator and our judge, 
then we’ll have a natural accountability to Him.  We would describe it as awe and 
fear – not the kind of fear of a dysfunctional parent, but fear that comes from 
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understanding the “bigness factor” and the “character factor” of who God is and 
what He’s actually like. 
 
Well, if this has pushed a couple of your buttons, I’d ask you to go down and 
comment on today’s video. Thanks so much for being with us.  We’ll see you again 
next week. 
 
This has been Tim Perry, pastor of Spiritual Discovery at Christ Community Church. 
 


