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If the LORD is God, follow him.
1 KINGS 18:21

I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them;
I will remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh.
Then they will follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.
They will be my people, and I will be their God.

EZEKIEL 11:19–20




Introduction
FOLLOWING GOD BEGINS WITH FEARING GOD

Two decades ago, while doing research for a book on godliness, I came across John Murray’s statement that “the fear of God is the soul of godliness.” My attention was arrested, and I began a small study on the fear of God. That continuing study resulted in 1997 in the book The Joy of Fearing God.

In that book I explain that a profound sense of awe toward God is undoubtedly the dominant element in the attitude or set of emotions that the Bible calls “the fear of God.” I note a popular definition of fearing God—“reverential awe”—and conclude that this is indeed a good definition. I quote John Murray’s further observation that the fear of God “consists in awe, reverence, honor, and worship.” I state that this fear of God is an attitude as well as a mix of various emotions, and that whether we think of it more as a complex set of emotions or as an attitude, the important thing is that this mix is to be determinative. The emotions and attitude should determine the way we relate to God—the way we obey Him, trust Him, and worship Him … the way we follow Him. Properly fearing God is more than just a feeling or attitude; it’s a feeling or attitude that changes our lives.

AN UNMISTAKABLE LINK

When I began studying the fear of God, the first thing I did was use my computer Bible program to print out all the Scripture texts on the subject. Scanning over those several pages of verses I was struck by the frequency with which the fear of God is linked to obeying Him. More than one-fourth of all the verses on my printout made such a connection.

For example, when the Israelites were about to enter the Promised Land, Moses said to them:


These are the commands, decrees and laws the LORD your God directed me to teach you to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess, so that you, your children and their children after them may fear the LORD your God as long as you live by keeping all his decrees and commands that I give you, and so that you may enjoy long life. (Deuteronomy 6:1–2)



Note the words, “so that you … may fear the LORD your God … by keeping all his decrees and commands.” We fear the Lord by obeying Him. And it is a conscious obedience to God’s commands as given in His Word that constitutes this godly fear.

The linkage of obedience to godly fear is continued throughout the Old Testament. Two sample passages will serve to show both sides of this obedience. Proverbs 8:13 says, “To fear the LORD is to hate evil,” while Psalm 112:1 says, “Blessed is the man who fears the LORD, who finds great delight in his commands.” Hating evil, on one hand, and delighting in God’s commands, on the other, are both concrete expressions of the fear of God.

Scripture also draws a frequent connection between wickedness and the absence of fearing God. The first time the expression fear of God is used in the Bible, it’s in this negative sense, when Abraham said, “There is surely no fear of God in this place” (Genesis 20:11). Later we read of the Amalekites who “had no fear of God” and therefore attacked the Israelites when they were weary and worn out (Deuteronomy 25:17–18). Quite obviously the same statements could be made about our society today. All the moral decadence we see is because people have no fear of God. God is seldom in their thoughts.

NOT FROM TERROR OR BONDAGE

Perhaps the best-known scripture linking the fear of God with obedience is Ecclesiastes 12:13: “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.”

The book of Ecclesiastes essentially teaches us how to live amid life’s tensions, frustrations, and disappointments. Having covered a vast range of instructions, the “Teacher” (1:1; 12:9) sums up his findings: “Fear God and keep his commandments.” Charles Bridges, a nineteenth-century Church of England minister, pointed out a contrast here between a “legal principle”—the fear of the consequences of disobeying God—and a spirit of “filial love” springing from an assured forgiveness of our sins through Christ:


Two short sentences sum up the whole—Fear God, and keep his commandments. The sentences are in their right order. The fear of God is the hidden principle of obedience. It is the work of the Spirit in the heart of the regenerate. It is not a legal principle of terror or bondage, but the genuine spirit of confidence—the delicate expression of filial love in the heart of the child of God—the holy fruit of forgiveness. Here we walk with our Father, humbly, acceptably, securely—looking not at an offended God with terror, but at a reconciled God with reverential love. All the gracious influences on the soul—cherished under the power of the Spirit—all flow out in godly fear towards him.1



Though the fear of God does include a certain fear of incurring God’s displeasure, the dominant element should be the filial love about which Charles Bridges speaks.

Yet we must not lose sight of the connection the Teacher draws between fearing God and keeping His commandments. Obedience is the fruit of the tree of which the fear of God is the root. We cannot rightly follow and obey God if we do not fear Him—we do not honor, reverence, and love Him.

OBEDIENCE OR MORALITY?

At this point we need to distinguish between obedience springing from the fear of God and mere human morality. There are many morally upright, decent people in our society who do not fear God. Their morality grows out of such things as family upbringing and perhaps church attendance, where they hear sermons urging them to be good and do their duty. Let me give you an example of this kind of morality. Here are three stanzas from an unknown author’s poem that I clipped from a local business newspaper some time ago.


When you get what you want in your struggle for self

And the world makes you a king for a day,

Just go to the mirror and look at yourself,

And see what THAT man has to say.

For it isn’t your father or mother or wife

Whose judgment upon you must pass;

The fellow whose verdict counts most in your life

Is the one staring back from the glass.…

He’s the fellow to please, never mind all the rest,

For he’s with you clear up to the end,

And you’ve passed your most dangerous, difficult test

If the man in the glass is your friend.



The overall sentiment of the poem—the importance of personal integrity—is commendable. But it isn’t an integrity that springs from the fear of God. In fact it’s the “man in the glass”—not God—whom the author tells us we must satisfy. There’s nothing about our obligation to God. It is mere human morality.

Sad to say, we Christians can lapse into this kind of morality—obedience to a certain moral lifestyle that has little to do with the fear of God. But morality does not qualify as biblical obedience unless it springs from the fear of God—from a reverential awe of who He is and what He has done for us.

YBH

You may be like the man who often wrote the letters “YBH” in the margins of the books he was reading. A friend, browsing through the man’s library one day, noted the frequency of those letters and asked what they meant. “They stand for Yes, but how?” the man replied. “I agree with what the author is saying, but I need to know how to apply it.”

Hopefully you agree with me that the fear of God should indeed be a foundational attitude in the life of a Christian. You’re also persuaded that this fear, whether viewed as a complex set of emotions or a sustained attitude, should be determinative in the way we relate to God and to other people. And you agree that God is most worthy to be feared, both because of who He is and what He’s done for us (as I explore more fully in The Joy of Fearing God and in I Exalt You, O God: Encountering His Greatness in Your Private Worship).

Now you want to know, “How do I grow in following God out of a proper sense of fear for him?”

The remainder of this book is intended to help you do this. In thirty-one daily readings, we’ll look at specific steps for continuing to grow in following and fearing God as a lifelong process.

ALREADY WITHIN YOU

The good news is that if you’re a believer, God has already implanted in your heart the fear of Him—in principle. In Jeremiah 32:38–41 the Lord gives us a gracious promise:


They will be my people, and I will be their God. I will give them singleness of heart and action, so that they will always fear me for their own good and the good of their children after them. I will make an everlasting covenant with them: I will never stop doing good to them, and I will inspire them to fear me, so that they will never turn away from me. I will rejoice in doing them good and will assuredly plant them in this land with all my heart and soul.2



Note the two references here to fearing God. First He says He will give us singleness of heart and action so that we’ll always fear Him. Then He adds His promise to inspire us to fear Him, or as a more literal translation renders it, “I will put the fear of me in their hearts” (verse 40, RSV). God will do more than simply motivate us, as the word inspire might suggest; He will actually implant a principle of the fear of Him in our hearts. This is a part of regeneration when God gives us a new heart and puts His Spirit within us (Ezekiel 36:26–27).

If you’ve been born again and trust Christ as your Savior, you already have within you a basic foundation of the fear of God. In at least an elementary fashion, you already have that sense of “awe, reverence, honor, and worship” toward God that John Murray described. If you’re a believer it is there, though it may be only a spark. It’s only unbelievers who have “no fear of God before their eyes” (Romans 3:18).

FANNING THE SPARK

I’ve deliberately used a spark as a metaphor to picture this basic principle. I think for most of us it is only a spark at the beginning. Another reason I chose this word is because Paul told us to “fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you” (2 Timothy 1:6). Paul was actually referring to spiritual gifts, which God has given each of us. He wants us to develop our gifts, improving them so they’ll be more useful. They are indeed gifts, but we have the responsibility to fan them into flame, to cause them to develop and mature.

We should also fan into flame the spark of the fear of God that He put within us at our new birth. That doesn’t mean we do this on our own, apart from the Holy Spirit’s help. It does mean that we’re responsible to grow in fearing God. The initial kindling of the spark is solely the work of God; the flaring up of that spark into a flame is a combined effort: We ourselves work with the Holy Spirit, as enabled by His power.

This basic principle is also like a seed planted in the ground, which only the planter is aware of at first. It is God who has planted the seed of the fear of Him in our hearts, whether or not we have realized it. In this picture too we see the synergistic effort between God and ourselves. Paul said, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow” (1 Corinthians 3:6–7).

In the agricultural realm God has ordained that mankind be fully involved in the growth of crops, but He has reserved to Himself the principle of life, the ability to make things grow. It’s the same way in the spiritual life. God ordains that we mature through personal diligence and effort, but He reserves to Himself the ability to make us grow. We’re responsible to fan into flame the spark of the fear of God, but we’re dependent on Him to make it happen.

SOMETHING TO PRAY FOR

This leads naturally to the first requirement for growing in the fear of God. We need to ask God to stimulate this growth within us. We can pray with David, “Give me an undivided heart, that I may fear your name” (Psalm 86:11).

An undivided heart denotes singleness of purpose, aim, and affections. This is what David prayed for. He recognized the tendency of his heart to be divided, to seek to serve two masters—himself and God—so he earnestly sought help from the Lord, that he might fear Him.

A lot of people in various pursuits—professional and businesspeople, athletes, farmers—have a singleness of heart and purpose, some to a fault. We sometimes call them “workaholics.” But its rare to find a Christian with an undivided heart. We’re constantly pulled by the subtleties of the world and the desires of our sinful natures. So we need to pray that God will unite our hearts to fear His name.

This is where growth in the fear of God begins. God the Holy Spirit is the energizer of all spiritual motion in our lives. Without His work in our hearts, we cannot work. So our first step in growing in the fear of God is to pray for a heart single in purpose to that end.

Go back in Jeremiah 32:40 to God’s promise to inspire us to fear Him and ask Him to do exactly that in your heart—not just plant the seed, but also cause it to grow. This should be a consistent prayer for each of us. I have six or eight verses of Scripture that I pray over almost every day, asking God to work out their truth in my life. One of them is Psalm 86:11: “Give me an undivided heart, that I may fear your name.” I encourage you to make that scripture a part of your regular prayer times.

HEARING THE TRUTH

After prayer, the next ingredient for growth in fearing God is regular, consistent exposure of our minds and hearts to His Word. This exposure should involve reading it for ourselves, hearing it taught, and studying it for ourselves. All three of these methods of Scripture intake are involved.

In Deuteronomy 4:10 the Lord connects hearing His Word with learning to fear (“revere”) Him: “Assemble the people before me to hear my words so that they may learn to revere me as long as they live in the land and may teach them to their children.” So as we hear the Scriptures preached and taught we should pray that God will use them to stimulate our fear of Him.

When Saul of Tarsus fell down in fear before the risen, glorified Christ on the road to Damascus, he asked two questions: “Who are you, Lord?” and “What shall I do, Lord?” (Acts 22:8,10). These questions are helpful to ask as we hear God’s Word taught: Who are you, Lord?—Lord, reveal Yourself to me in some aspect of Your greatness or holiness or wisdom or love. Show me more of who You really are. And, What shall I do, Lord?—how do You want me to apply and obey Your Word today in reverence to You?

God’s Word is preached not to offer us helpful suggestions for improving our lives or making us feel good, but to teach us more of God, His person, His works, and His will for our daily lives. To that end, pray and listen attentively. Write down thoughts that are especially helpful for understanding or applying the scripture being expounded.

READING THE TRUTH

Another way we grow in the fear of the Lord is through regular reading of the Bible. Notice what each future king of Israel was commanded to do in Deuteronomy 17:18–19:


When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of this law.… It is to be with him, and he is to read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully all the words of this law and these decrees.



The king was to be a regular reader of God’s law, specifically for the purpose of learning to fear the Lord and obey Him. What was true for Israel’s kings should be true of us today. Regular, prayerful, personal exposure to Scripture is the most effective means of growing in the fear of God.

Whatever Bible-reading plan you use (and many are available today), I strongly urge you to include a regular reading through the Old Testament. Here we see God’s holiness and sovereignty portrayed most vividly. Consider such a matter-of-fact report as this one:


That night the angel of the LORD went out and put to death a hundred and eighty-five thousand men in the Assyrian camp. When the people got up the next morning—there were all the dead bodies! (2 Kings 19:35)



Think of it: 185,000 men killed without ever “firing a shot”! You can hardly read this without being impressed with God’s sovereignty over the world.

The Old Testament is filled with
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