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Core Seminar

Fear of Man

Class 5: How do we fear people? We fear they will harm us.
_______________________________________________________

Introduction:

The last 2 weeks we have examined particular ways we wrongly fear others. We considered the fear of exposure two weeks ago and the fear of rejection last week. Today we will consider the fear of harm from other people, as we have already considered, our fear of others may be multi-faceted, woven into fear of harm is often fear of exposure and/or fear of rejection. The solution to each of these fears is the same, so something you hear today may very well apply to your fear of rejection. The point is not parsing our attitudes and motives to a degree we are not capable, but instead seeking by prayer, studying Scripture, and examining our own hearts and conversations with others to identify the source of our fears as best we can and then seeking to repent and change. 

Since Cain killed his brother Abel in Genesis 3, men and women have had reason to fear that their fellow man can inflict great harm, to the point of death. Throughout the pages of Scripture we have examples of men and women who feared that people would harm them, in many cases physically. We don’t have to look at Scripture to understand what this struggle looks and feels like. 

In many ways, this type of fear of man can feel like the most legitimate form, and I want to be careful to say that when I speak of fearing man in the context of physical harm, I am not referring to an appropriate concern for safety and security. We serve a protecting God that desires to provide ultimate security to His children, so when we do things that encourage this aspect of God’s character, we are actually reflecting the fear of the Lord properly. This type of thoughtful concern for safety can be reflected in a number of ways: not walking through certain neighborhoods alone after dark, the work we do to provide security and safety for those in children’s ministry at the church, a husband and father being concerned about his wife and children and seeking to do things that minimize opportunities for physical harm to come upon them. 

We fear that people can harm us because they can.

Consider Matthew 10:28 which says, “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”

So Jesus Himself says that we should not fear those who can only kill the body. He is recognizing that people can hurt us; they can go as far as killing us, the ultimate in physical harm. In fact, He experienced this Himself. But what He tells us is that we need to have a reorientation towards fear of harm from man. God should be far above man in our fear, the one who is able to determine our eternal destiny, whether we live in everlasting judgment or everlasting life—this is the one who should be utmost in our fears, this is the one in whom we should place our trust, this is the one who should control our lives, this is the one we should serve.

Yet, even with this truth, we still struggle. Why?

First, we struggle in this area because we were not created to harm or be harmed. God created man and woman to be in perfect fellowship with Him and one another. Brothers were not meant to kill brothers, and yet after the Fall, after we attempted to take God’s rightful place, and therefore must defend our claim to be like God. We may recognize that harming others was not God’s original intent, we are also not surprised when we see it happen. Maybe in defending your claim to be ruler and supreme, you haven’t resorted to physical harm of another, but you have done other things to exercise your control over them. This is another reason we fear people in general, because we know that left to our own depraved hearts we would live in such a way that would provoke others to fear us more than they fear God.  We will speak to this later in today’s class. 

Beyond the Fall from our created purpose, our personal histories shape our experience, they shape but they do not mandate that we respond in a certain way, instead our experience influences but does not excuse sinful response to this fear. 

If you are someone who grew up in a physically or verbally abusive home, or worked for an abusive boss, this can serve to influence your expectations of others. The fact that you are tempted to not trust others after this type of experience is not sin. I want to be very clear on this point, a temptation to sin in a particular manner is not the sin itself. So just as some may be more tempted to lying or to anger or to greed or to laziness, so it is with the temptation to be controlled by fear of harm from others. But you should not think that your proclivity to this temptation either excuses sin or means that you cannot trust and fear the Lord. 

When we consider the fear of harm, even if it is not within our personal history or direct experience, we read the news, we read Scripture, in fact we follow and worship the One who was according to Isaiah (Ch. 53), pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities, oppressed and afflicted; he poured out his very life unto death. 

So, while we want to respond with trust and fear of the Lord, we do not want to act as though painful things cannot happen to us as believers. As we look at this topic, we want to view fear of harm at the hands of other people from a Biblical perspective. 

How do we fear people in this way?

Pick up any Washington Post from the past week and it becomes clear that we live in a dangerous world; much of what makes news in our nation and world is related to the harm that individuals or groups of individuals have done to other people. The media knows that we fear physical harm, and the world exploits and uses our fear of physical harm for many purposes. 

Some of us may feel this fear more acutely because our experience knows physical harm. You may have been the one who was the victim of another’s sin. We will spend some time thinking through how the Gospel addresses our past experiences of physical harm. Those who have been victims of suffering of physical harm can only properly understand and address their experience through the lens of the Gospel.
There are a variety of ways that we may struggle with this fear, and as I just explained, the way we struggle with this fear will be shaped to some degree by our past experiences, our personalities, current relationships, etc. However, none of these things are excuses not to trust the Lord more than we fear others in this way. 

Some of these categories may be fresh in your mind or experience. Our purpose for thinking through these categories is not to relive those experiences but to give us a proper framework as we think through these things in our lives and as we minister to others. 

Some of the most difficult and painful physical harm takes place in the family. Whether between spouses, parents and children, or other family relationships, physical harm in this context can cause some of the most difficult struggles post-abuse it took place in the context of relationships that should be characterized by the highest levels of trust, love, and vulnerability. 

Sexual exploitation, whatever its form is another way in which we can fear others in this way, and again this may be influenced by your own experience. A subset of this category would be represented in the man who emotionally and physically takes advantage of a woman for manipulative purposes. 

Bullying is another real example of how we fear physical harm from others. I can remember several instances of this in my childhood. Some of this may seem to be an innocuous part of childhood, but even in how we instruct our children in dealing with other physically violent children, we can teach them to fear the Lord more than people. Because neighborhood bullies grow up, we need to not dismiss these opportunities to teach our children how to deal with their fears. 

Those of you who have served or are serving in the military may fear those that you do combat against. 

Persecution/physical suffering for the Gospel is another common fear. Are you afraid to go to certain parts of the world because of fear of the physical harm that you may incur for doing so? Are you feeling led to maybe go on a short-term missions trip but fearing what physical harm you may face? In connection to the Gospel, we may think of fear of rejection as a common experience, in many other parts of the world and throughout the history of the church, physical harm is and has been a very real threat and therefore a temptation to fear. 

Terrorism. In a world where terror attacks are random and increasingly frequent, this can become a fear of man that becomes paralyzing for some. 

How about racism? This fear of man may manifest itself both in fear of physical harm and/or fear of rejection. Are there certain people that you fear physical harm from simply because of the color of their skin or their ethnic background? This fear works in various ways: from the out workings we have seen in apartheid and segregation—which demonstrated public sins beyond fear of man, but certainly had threads of this fear running through them—to less stated actions, like choosing not to live in certain places. Do you feel “safer” or less safe around people that have a particular skin color? Do you carry that fear into your relationships with other brothers and sisters in Christ? Do you allow that fear to keep you from trusting God? Do you allow that fear to keep you from loving your neighbor as Christ commanded? 

When it comes to racism, our fear of physical harm is often based on assumptions that are not even correct, and even if those assumptions are correct, we are still not excused from fearing and trusting the Lord above man in this way. 

Again, I want to say that different people struggle with this fear in different ways. As we continue to look at these fears through the lens of the Gospel, I do not intend to gloss over the particular way you struggle, these categories may provide great conversation starters with another Christian friend or an elder in this church.

How else do we fear people in this way—Fear of non-physical harm

It is simply not true that “sticks and stones can break my bones but words can never hurt me.” If we embrace this attitude, we are responding with a type of stoicism that is not a Gospel response but is instead self-protective and self-exalting. 

A verbally abusive boss or spouse or parent will produce the same type of fear of man that the physical acts of harm will also produce. It is not simply a fear of being rejected by that person or not being accepted by them. It is also not simply a fear of exposure, although there can certainly be threads of this running through these encounters as well. 

I can remember one job I had where I had a boss that would have a relatively massive blow-up at me every several weeks. My boss would also have these incidents with other co-workers. It was as if during these encounters they became almost a different person altogether. These blow-ups weren’t rejection oriented, things would often go back to normal shortly after they happened, but they were demeaning and dreadful to anticipate. I can remember walking out of the office during a more frequent stretch of these encounters and feeling as though I was physically being weighed down, the emotional and psychological burden was incredibly heavy. 

Sexual harassment can also fall into this category, whether you are receiving unwanted sexual advances from someone or have in the past and fear and mistrust others because of the fear of being harmed in this way. 

With any of these issues, I am not in any way suggesting that Scripture says we should stay in abusive situations, and certainly if you are in a situation like this, it would be wise to speak to an elder or another brother/sister whom you trust. 

As we consider proper responses to these situations, we may need to pray for the strength to show love and gentleness to the person. In other cases, we may need to speak very direct and truthful words. Those who fear being harmed are often tempted to either be silent or angry in response. The Gospel calls us to something else.

Questions/Comments: I think this would be a good point to pause for any questions or comments.

-How has fear of harm from others controlled you? 
How can fear of harm shape our lives? 

What are some of the ways that our lives are shaped by this type of fear of man?

Well if the fear is based in past experience of physical harm, there can be a perpetual sense of being a victim, a temptation to place blame for all future difficulties upon past experiences. 

Relationships with other people will be affected. A cloud of shameful feelings may plague the person who has experienced physical harm in the past. We understand that we experience shame because of sin, but this sense of shame that accompanies being sinned against can feel more complicated. The person who has been sinned against may feel shame and a need to do penance or a need to identify a way in which their sin merited them being sinned against. It is necessary to repent of sins committed, but it is a vain pursuit to seek to do penance for being sinned against. The person struggling with this fear of man is likely to struggle with trusting others. If there is a regular fear of physical harm or past experiences of harm, it may be a temptation to view others through that experiential grid. In a few weeks we will look more carefully at how we move away from this view of others and towards loving and serving others. 

In some cases, a person will grow to be defined in terms of abuse, to the point of feeling that it is a normal thing. Potentially responding in fear to the harming person by not speaking truth to them, allowing them to continue on in their destructive sins [but this still doesn’t excuse the harming person’s actions]. 

Self-pity is another response to past experiences that seems to be causing fear today. “It would be so much easier for me to trust the Lord if only I hadn’t experienced this. … I can never change from fearing man in this way, it’s just the way I am. I’m really a worse sinner than others I guess…” Self-pity can be a very attractive response, and yet we must recognize that self-pity is simply another manifestation of pride. Just like the self-confident pride that seems obvious, self-pity at its heart is self-focused and seeks trust in self instead of God. 

Abuse of proper gender roles, adopting a hyper-masculine or feminist philosophy, can be a subtle fear that living according to our God-ordained gender roles may result in being harmed by others. 

The more we fear the less we will love, the more tempted we will be to withdraw and avoid others. 

Bitterness is a deeper sense of some of these other things. As we struggle with these other responses and fail to repent of them and pursue Christ-like responses, they will grow into a deeper root of bitterness towards other people and maybe even towards God Himself. 

What we need to Know about the Harmful Person

1. Wrong fear of others tends to make all their actions about us. Yet, the harmful person’s problem is not you—what is it? Pride, fear, anger, insecurity, desire for control, evil?

a. They may very likely be controlled by the fear of man. This holds true for all types of fear of man. Have you stopped to consider that the thing driving that person you fear, may also very well be fear of man.

b. They probably see their sin as small. This point really helps me in dealing with the harmful person [again use work examples, seeing how people treat not just you but others as well].

2. They need the Gospel not our fear of them.  Have you ever considered this? Your fear driven response to the harmful person may be obscuring their Gospel need…how might this look? 

a. The abusive person may have never had anyone speak truthfully to them about the consequences of their actions or words. They may have learned that the only way to guard, protect what they want is to evoke fear in others. 

b. It takes great humility, courage, and patience to truthfully confront and resist the harmful person. Living in fear or even contempt of them may feel easier, and ironically in some cases it may even feel safer than the uncertainty of speaking truthfully to them and calling them to an account. 

3. We are all more similar to the harmful person than Christ

a. This is not to minimize our standing in Christ as Christians, His sympathizing with our weaknesses and afflictions.

b. BUT your sin caused Christ’s harm! Even if you don’t picture yourself as one of the Roman soldiers that pierced Him, your sin required that to take place!

c. This is an important piece. I’m not trying to minimize in any way the sin of those who attempt to harm others in word or deed. However, when we are the victim of another’s sin there can be a temptation to see that person as more worthy of judgment or less deserving of mercy from the Lord. 

4. What if I am the one who wants to be feared in this way?

a. Repent—whether it is verbal or physical abuse. 

b. Consider the impact of your sin…you may be acting out of perceived slights, pride, insecurity, etc. But your sin has an impact.  

c. When you seek to harm others, whether intentionally or not, you are not only sinning yourself, you are tempting the other person to wrongly fear you. You are in a sense tempting others to change their theology, with your actions you are asking them to fear you instead of God…this is the real wickedness in harming others. 

Scriptural Examples

Abraham (Genesis 12) specifically feared physical harm or death at the hand of Pharaoh and so decided to lie about Sarah being his wife. He feared man; it wasn’t that he had been abused or harmed in some way. He feared future, potential harm and chose to lie and avoid. We see very clearly that Abraham’s sinning in this manner had an impact on more than him, and his giving in to fear would continue to bear fruit in future generations—it wasn’t something that stopped with him.

The Israelites feared the report of the spies returning from scouting Canaan in Numbers 13:26-33. There are several examples in the history of Israel of God’s chosen people giving in to fear of man, particularly fear of physical harm; there are other situations where they chose to fear and trust the Lord. Here, in Numbers we have a clear example of them giving in to fear and the ramifications were profound and drastic. We see ten of the twelve spies that were sent into the Promised Land coming back and playing off the people’s fear of physical harm from others, leading them to choose to not trust the Lord, which is a serious matter. 

Joshua was one of only two of the twelve spies that sought to persuade the Israelites not to give into fear of physical harm. We see that the Lord blesses this trust and courage to face up to that fear by later encouraging Joshua to be strong and courageous in Joshua 1. Joshua responded with additional trust. It is important to note that every time we choose not to give in to fear, the Lord gives us strength and courage to help us not give in to fear of others the next time we are tempted. So if you are feeling like obedience is a huge mountain that you can never crest, don’t look at the summit of where you’d like to be, think about how you can trust and obey and not fear today. 

Barak (Judges 4:8-9) wouldn’t go into battle without Deborah

Gideon (Judges 6 and 7), it appears, acted at least initially out of fear of physical harm from others (7:10-11), but the Lord was exceptionally gracious and patient with Gideon who ultimately did not give into his fear. 
Esther (Esther 5:1-8) knew that her proposal to King Xerxes regarding Haman and Mordecai could have resulted in her immediate death. Xerxes, as an absolute ruler, would have been accustomed to ordering the execution of those he decided should die--no appeal, no recourse to another branch of government. And yet, she showed great fear of the Lord and became an agent of blessing to her people. 

Ruth’s decision (Ruth 2:2) to work in the field to provide for herself and her mother-in-law Naomi would have made her incredibly vulnerable to sexual abuse. Hers were not the actions of a woman who feared physical harm more than she feared the Lord and desired to love others.  

Daniel and his friends, as recorded in the book of Daniel, chose to fear the Lord above the possibility of physical harm from people. And this was not some hypothetical possibility of fear. Think about the furnace that Nebuchadnezzar threw the three Hebrews, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego into and consider their response: “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O King. But even if he does not, we want you to know, O King, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have setup.” Even by their own words they recognized that they were not guaranteed rescue from physical harm, yet they chose to fear God more than man. What is the physical harm you fear right now that you could speak to in this way? Will you not bow down before the false god of fear, but instead trust the Lord?

David had many opportunities to give into the fear of man in relation to physical harm, yet we see him often responding with a deep fear of the Lord as he describes in Ps. 27:1-3, “The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life—of whom shall I be afraid? When evil men advance against me to devour my flesh, when my enemies and my foes attack me, they will stumble and fall. Though an army besiege me, my heart will not fear; though war break out against me, even then will I be confident.” He knew that the Lord would ultimately protect him and that his life and safety was in the Lord’s hand.

Habakkuk (Hab 3:16-17) chooses to trust the Lord in the face of impending physical destruction and death and is a reminder that trusting the Lord instead of fearing physical harm doesn’t guarantee that our lives will be preserved. We have no evidence that Habakkuk was preserved when Israel was destroyed.  We don’t trust until the current circumstances make that seem foolish. We fear the Lord through the temptation, and as God-fearers, we have been given the strength to see trials and temptations through to their end! 

Peter is an example both negatively and positively. He is a man whom we can look to and be confident that there is grace and forgiveness to the fearful. We see Peter denying Christ at His trial because he feared what may befall him if others found out that he was a follower of Christ. Notice also the immediate shame and regret that accompanied his fearing man above God. And don’t we know this to be true in our own lives … as comforting and safe as giving in to the fear of man can appear, like any sin it results in pain and regret. Giving into temptation will always ultimately result in more pain than the pain we were seeking to avoid. Yet, we see that this same man would later tell Christians not to fear physical harm. In I Peter 3:13-15 he says, “Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. ‘Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened.’ But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.” 

Paul was a man who caused physical harm to come upon Christians. He was a man who experienced great physical harm for the Gospel, anticipated facing future physical harm, prayed for confidence and not fear, and did face future harm and death. In 2 Corinthians 11:23-12:10, Paul outlines many of the things he had already suffered physically at the hands of others and concludes this discussion by saying “for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 

We see several things in Hebrews 11. We see several who had previously struggled with fear of physical harm from others mentioned and extolled for their great faith: Abraham, Moses, Gideon, Barak, and Samson. We see also (verses 35-40) graphic descriptions of those who didn’t give in to the fear of physical harm, but faced incredible suffering and death for the sake of the Gospel: the writer of Hebrews saying of them that “the world was not worthy of them.”

35b Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. 36 Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. 37 They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated— 38 the world was not worthy of them
And then there was Jesus. In Luke 9:22 He says, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.” He follows that by saying that anyone who would follow Him must be willing to follow in this way. Later in the garden [Luke 22:42] he says, “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.” He did not desire to face the cup of God’s wrath, the separation from His father and the pain and suffering that moment would entail. Yet, He did face those things, He did suffer, He did die, and now He is able to understand our temptations to fear. According to Hebrews 4:15-16 we see that “we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”  This truth empowers us to begin understanding how we can walk in trust and obedience in the fear of physical harm from other people. We follow one who knows this struggle. 

Response

Fear of harm from other people is a real temptation and we can respond to this fear in a variety of ways. 

Our culture would have us convinced that we need to view this struggle from either a victim perspective or a stoic perspective. Such a perspective sees all fears and struggles excused as a result of the actions and sins of other people. I have a right to feel this way because of what he or she did to me. How could I not fear that every man will treat me in this way after what I have gone through? How could I ever trust again after what my father did to me? How could I ever trust that group of people after what they did to me or those from my ethnic background? How can I not be paralyzed from living a normal life after that happened in my neighborhood? 

Another typical response is to minimize the effect of this fear: a stoic or “stiff upper lip” approach. This perspective sees it as a sign of weakness to ever admit that you fear others in this manner. If I admit that I fear physical harm from others, doesn’t this open me to what I fear? 

Many of us have been affected and maybe are still affected by a secular approach to dealing with this type of fear. So, how do we begin to change? How does the Gospel begin to address this fear of harm? 

We begin by recognizing that the worst harm has already been experienced: Christ’s atoning death for sins that He did not commit, in fact sins that those He created and sinned against Him committed. Yet, in giving His life, He didn’t fear the imminent physical harm from His creatures, but He trusted and feared His Father. Those of us who have experienced physical harm from others are able to more clearly understand how Christ suffered in this particular way.

As we repent of our sins and trust in Christ, we realize that our sins necessitated His death. In that sense each of us has been responsible for physically harming another in the deepest way. We are forgiven as a result of what Christ has done for us. This forgiveness points the way towards forgiving others instead of fearing them. 

We recognize that as we follow Christ we will face suffering; this is part of what it means to be a Christian. We will face physical harm, rejection, and shame if we follow the way of the Cross. The purpose of this course, the purpose of the Gospel is not to give us a way to escape these things, but rather to cause us to fear and trust the Lord more than we fear man.

The Gospel also brings us into membership in a new family. His church. A place where those who have been harmed, those who have caused harm, those who have feared, those who have been feared, can all know reconciliation and fellowship because of forgiveness and mercy found through the One who gave Himself for us. 

So, let’s spend a few minutes thinking back over a couple of the ways we fear that others will physically harm us and let us think together about what it would mean for the Gospel to penetrate that fear. But let’s think beyond merely how the Gospel allows us to correctly “handle” our fears and let’s think about how our experience and fear of physical harm can actually serve to highlight and advance the Gospel. Let’s think about this using a few of the categories we have already considered: the categories of physical abuse, verbal assaults and finally racism. 

Physical abuse: 

-The Lord will ultimately protect His children

-Any physical harm we encounter in this life is a part of God’s sovereign and good plan for our lives: it is not random and not without purpose. This will also keep us from wrongly comparing our fear or experiences with those of others.

-We can forgive and love those who have harmed us because Christ has already done this for each of us.

Verbal assaults:

-Christ endured both physical harm and the cruel insults of others.

-If actual physical harm can lead to a sense of victimization, this type of attack can more often tend towards a stoic response.

-We respond like Christ who didn’t respond with counterassault. 

-We love and serve others, regardless of how we fear they may take advantage of our love. 

Racism:

-Within the body of Christ, we get the opportunity to demonstrate that our fear of those visibly different from us has been removed. 

Conclusion—Moving forward

Any questions/comments?

