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Core Seminar

Fear of Man

Class 3: How do we fear people? We fear they will expose us.
_______________________________________________________

Introduction:

Lead quote in handout—from Losing Our Virtue by David Wells, “At the root of all experiences of shame is the sense that we have been exposed and uncovered. We know ourselves to be something other than what we hoped. And this revelation often comes when others come to see, accidentally and without warning, a side to us about which we feel vulnerable and embarrassed. We feel as if we have been wounded by what they now know, so the fear of scorn is part of the experience of shame, as is anxiety” (Page 133).

For the last 2 weeks we have considered what the fear of man is generally and the fear of the Lord. Today and for the next two weeks we will consider more specifically the fear of man. We begin, by considering our fear that others will expose us. This is really the most fundamental way in which we fear other people. We will really only begin to scratch the surface of what it means to fear exposure. This struggle is most clearly traced back to the Fall. Fear of exposure was the immediate and unalterable result of Adam and Eve’s sin, and since the Fall it has become one of the most foundational aspects of being human. Yet as Christians we recognize that it was not the way we were meant to be. 

Think of how deeply this fear is woven into your life and experience. The most graphic demonstrations of this fear are on display in media coverage of scandals and exploitations. These displays speak to our deeper fears, in our own shame and fear of exposure. We find a perverse pleasure in learning of the shame of other people. The same fear that causes us to cover and hide also leads us to uncover and expose others. 

How does this play out in your life and mine? Well the easy question is, “What do I most fear other people finding out about?” Here are some basic ways it can play out in my life: I’m “working” on my computer, decide to pull up ESPN on the Internet, the boss walks in, immediately I pull up my inbox. Is it wrong that I was looking at a non-work website? Not necessarily, but I want to give the image that I’m more dedicated than I actually am. On the converse, I find comfort and justification when I see a coworker looking at a non-work website … see, they’re just like me.

What about the other seemingly innocuous things we do to cover ourselves and put forward a better image of ourselves than actually exists. Think about the excuses you give for being late. How often are they entirely true? 

While some of these acts of hiding and covering can seem humorous and childish at worst, they speak to an aspect of our fallen nature that is dark, deceptive and damnable. So, while covering that you’re late for a breakfast meeting because you slept too long, not really because the metro was running late may not inflict lasting harm, embracing and hiding a secret pornography addiction is clearly destructive and enslaving. While putting forward a positive image in an interview may seem ultimately useful and not harmful, enslavement to an eating disorder for the acquisition of the perfect body is clearly destructive. 

The purpose of considering our fear of being exposed is not to be encouraged to get the worst parts of us out in the open and on display for everyone. Sin shame calls for openness and transparency, but it also calls for modesty and discernment. 

We fear being exposed because of shame related to sin.

Genesis 2:25 says, “The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.” Just 7 verses later we read, “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.” The transition that takes place between those two verses is cataclysmic.  With the disobedience of Adam and Eve, sin enters the world and tied to the entry of sin is the immediate entry of shame. From naked and free and vulnerable and honest, to vile and exposed and in need of covering they became. And they should have felt shame, they should have felt the need for covering, they should have felt exposed. As we looked at in the very first week, when the creature attempts to take the place of God, immediately a claim is established that the creature does not have the resources to meet. In other words, we claim to be God, but we don’t actually have the ability to become Him. In that shortfall, there is shame and exposure, so we hide from Him and from other people. 

Ed Welch says, “Everyday is Halloween. Putting on our masks is a regular part of our morning ritual, just like brushing our teeth and eating breakfast. … Underneath the masks are people who are terrified that there will be an unveiling. And, indeed, the masks and other coverings will one day be removed.  If we feel exposed by people, we will feel devastated by God … one way to avoid God’s eyes is to live as if fear of other people is our deepest problem—they are big, not God” (Page 33).

And this is the problem each of has faced and in some way faces today, we fear being exposed because we are sinful and we know that we do not want people to see us for who we truly are. We fear that the sins we have committed today, this week, at some point in our past will be exposed. We need covering, and yet we need more than covering. We will look later at what Christ does in not only covering our sins, but removing them. 

However, we fear shame and exposure not only because of our own sin, but because of the sins of others. When we are the victims of other people’s sin, we feel exposed and vulnerable, depending on the nature of the sin committed against us this feeling and fear can be accentuated.  2 weeks ago we looked at fear of physical harm, many times, this fear of being exposed will be tied to that fear, many times this type of fear will be a persistent temptation to those who have been sinned against, particularly in physical or deeply emotional ways. 

How do shame and fear of exposure relate to other fears of others?

As I have said previously, the different ways we fear man are not mutually exclusive; it’s not as if we only fear rejection at one moment and then fear exposure another moment. 

So maybe in your workplace you fear the exposure that comes with letting a boss down because you didn’t meet his expectations for you, which leads you to fear his rejection as a result.

More starkly, with the person who maybe has encountered physical abuse in the past. There may be a fear of future physical harm from other people. There may be a fear of rejection because of what a spouse or parent did. They feel rejected because of that experience and fear being rejected in the future because of the experience, and they have been sinned against so there is shame attached to that and a fear of experiencing that same feeling of shame and exposure in the future.  

We should not be discouraged that there is no hope for overcoming and obeying as we look at the various ways sin can weave its way through our lives. Instead, as we see the way sins and fears can be entwined, we should be encouraged because as we start dealing with one fear that begins to overflow into other areas of our lives. Just as sin seems to multiply, so there is a multiplication effect in sanctification…like compound interest.  

How do we demonstrate our fear and avoid being exposed?

We hide and cover, like Adam and Eve after the Fall, we have spent much time seeking to hide from the gaze of God and from the gaze of other people. We build fences for a reason: there are socially accepted norms for what is appropriate to display or communicate in public. We seek to make ourselves look better to other people, to hide from and cover what we really are. Think about the last job interview you had or resume you put together. While I’m not suggesting you should try to reveal your worst attributes in your next interview or talk about your deepest sin at the next staff meeting, some of these things give insight about our tendency to cover and hide what we truly are. 

We seek to escape. Sometimes we escape because of our fear and other times we fear that our forms of escape will be revealed. We don’t want our sins or weaknesses to be revealed so we do things to escape. Maybe you excessively daydream or fantasize, maybe you lose yourself in the Internet, maybe you have a particular food or eating habit you turn to, maybe you turn to television, or maybe books. You seek to find comfort in that thing or you seek to lose yourself in that thing in order to comfort what is a sin or weakness or vulnerability in your life. 

*For me: searching for plane tickets, eating certain foods. 

In our fear of exposure, we don’t just cover and hide and escape ourselves. The great irony is that we often find a pleasure in seeing others uncovered and exposed. My shame is diminished (at least in my own mind) when compared to that of someone else. How do you know if you struggle with this? Well how do you respond when someone else is exposed and they don’t respond with a host of fears but instead humility and grace? How do you respond when someone is revealed to have been engulfed in scandal and deception? While the Christian should certainly respond with gratitude for justice, we should also not respond with an attitude that says, “they got theirs.” What is your feeling during church discipline? 

This uncovering of others is demonstrated in the increasing voyeurism within our culture, which is aided by new technologies that make it possible for you to uncover a multitude of items about another without ever leaving the comfort of your own bedroom. 

David Wells says in Losing our Virtue, “Television and the movies have … tilted the scales away from privacy toward exposure, away from bodily modesty toward public nakedness … we want to see the family whose son was murdered. We want to watch their grief, and we think we have a right to know what they know and to see how they are feeling. And in movies, the American public wants to see nudity and wants to watch people having sex. A sense of shame that once would have stood guard over what is private and intimate is now largely gone, routed by our inclination to share and our voyeuristic hunger to watch.”

So, where do these tendencies manifest themselves?

In private—what are the things you are doing right now that no one else knows about and you are embarrassed for another person to know? Maybe it’s not something you’d consider as serious. It’s the fact that you don’t keep your room or house in order, or your lack of personal disciplines. In what ways are you fearing that those things may be exposed, what are you doing to hide those things in your life? How is fear of exposure being manifest in your private moments?

At home, in close relationships—in our closest relationships, where there are great degrees of sharing and vulnerability and honesty, there is also a greater temptation to fear exposure and shame. The closer you become to a person, the more you can fear that they will one day see you for who you really are. When hiding and covering characterize a marriage, intimacy and communication are undermined or destroyed. 

At work—what are the things you are hiding from your coworkers or boss? Maybe it is that gnawing fear that you will be found out to not be as competent as your boss currently perceives you to be, so you spend every moment, seeking to cover and polish your performance. This can obviously be more difficult when you work for a boss that doesn’t tolerate any mistakes. Maybe it’s a desire to keep your work life and church life or family life completely separate; you don’t want your coworkers to find out what you do with your free time, involvement at church, etc.  

At church—Welch says, “More often I overhear people who talk as if the church were their enemy. Sometimes these people have been hurt by people in the church and then make a decision not to be hurt again. They generalize from the specific case to the entire church: If one person hurt me, then the church hurt me. At other times, we act as if the church is an enemy because of our own sense of shame. In other words, since we can see the things in our lives that shame us, we assume that others see them too. Usually, however, we treat the church as an enemy because we have not been taught by the Scriptures.” 

*How many people have you known, maybe yourself, that have viewed church as an enemy, maybe because of a bad experience or because of a particular person? Be instructed by the Scriptures, don’t let previous experiences or teaching tempt you to see the church as a place to hide and avoid exposure!

Before God—this is obviously the most foolish relationship to flee from. While our sin gives us reason to desire covering, it is foolish to think we could actually run from the gaze of the Lord. But like Adam and Eve we so often try to flee our God.

Q/A—How and where do you demonstrate the fear of being exposed? Example of how I can tend to share sin…

Shame and fear of exposure in our world today

It is safe to say that in an increasingly privatized world, it has become easier and more convenient for us to give into our fear of exposure. It is an interesting world we find ourselves in, with the advent of advanced communication tools, media, and easy access to travel, we have at once become more connected and more fragmented. We have seemingly infinite opportunities to relate to others and yet we have never felt more disconnected from real relationships and community. We are all at once hyper-connected and profoundly lonely, all-knowing and hyper-vulnerable. So while many technologies and social conventions of our modern world have left us with convenience and comfort and efficiencies unknown to our ancestors: this has not come without a price-tag. They come with a price because they don’t deal with our most fundamental problem, sin, and the shame and broken relationship we experience with our Creator. As a result, we often feel a heightened fear of exposure, a heightened sense of shame. As our world becomes faster and more complex, there is a growing sense of unease that we can’t keep up, that we will be revealed for being insufficient, maybe not tomorrow but soon. 

In examining this complex modern context, Wells says, “There is considerable pressure for people to adapt to each new situation, to reconstruct themselves, to reach into the world around them in order to extract some meaning for themselves, some sense of who the ‘I’ is. The emptiness of the internal narrative is concealed behind the surface appearances. Irving Goffman speaks of modern people as often staging their own characters. By using the ‘techniques of impression management’ they are able to shape who it is that they want to be perceived as being. And style plays an important role in creating this impression.”

What are the tools of avoidance, tools to escape, tools to reconstruct our image that we employ regularly to cover ourselves? What are those things that also fuel our fear of exposure? Well, there are the regular things like the Internet, television, BlackBerries and cell phones. Devices that provide great opportunity to connect, but also things that allow us to disconnect from relationships and situations that we fear would expose us. I saw this in my life when I first moved here. I preferred to spend time talking with friends on the phone to spending time with real people here. The people on the phone could never know my current world well enough to truly allow me to feel exposed. There was always an easy way to hide. The person on the other end was disconnected from my current context, so they would tend to see my world as I saw it. 

There are newer tools like Facebook, or other types of virtual reality experiences. While I don’t want to say that things like Facebook are necessarily wrong, we need to be aware of technologies that allow us to present an image of ourselves that makes us less vulnerable, and an image that may or may not be an accurate or full characterization of who we really are. Each of us struggles enough to take our masks off in real-life relationships, this is accentuated in the virtual world because the mask is assumed and inherent in the medium. 

*The point is not the technology, but the heart that desires to hide and mask. 

Not only do we each use technologies that fuel and enable our fear of exposure, we live in the midst of a culture of avoidance, a culture that dreads exposure. This plays out in different ways in different cultures. Some cultures refer to “saving face,” it is assumed that people will and should do things that will cover and escape from their shame.

Think of the nature of relationships you have with other people. Christians are obviously affected by the culture we live in and interact with that culture. But it is a stark comparison to think of the difference between close relationships you may have with Christians and non-Christians. I have been struck on several occasions by comments from non-Christian friends about how transparent I was, and yet in my mind I wasn’t being nearly as open with them about my life as with close Christian friends. The dramatic change in the nature of interpersonal relationships that takes place when a person becomes a Christian is one of the things that makes the Gospel especially attractive to many in our culture today. In a world where people are constantly trying to improve their masks, there is a simple and genuine attractiveness when non-Christians come into contact with a community that is seeking to increasingly take those masks and coverings off because the fear of exposure has been removed ultimately by Christ. 

Many in our modern culture, especially those of us in D.C., have lived in the midst of a very transient culture. Jobs and living situations turn over quickly, they come and go, along with the relationships that were attached to those experiences. It becomes a tragic circle: a fear of exposure and being truly known fuels our desire to move around frequently (although we rarely identify it as such, we say the primary reason is a better job or lifestyle). But the more transient and disconnected we become, the more vulnerable and exposed we feel.

*We fear the exposure of ourselves to ourselves that occurs in silent moments…

Media in our modern world provides a means for escape. We have become people who are uncomfortable being completely where we are. We fear the exposure that comes from not “knowing”… here is one that I struggle with much. I’m not talking about the need to responsibly do your job, but I’m talking about the irrepressible compulsion to check your email one more time at 12:30 a.m., or to visit the Drudge Report when you awaken in the middle of the night. But it goes beyond just the need to constantly know, lest we feel exposed for not knowing. Media also increases the noise in our lives, and this is probably its most dangerous effect on our lives. Even as I was writing this point, it struck me that I had the Internet up and had been going back and forth between news and writing, I had sent multiple text messages and emails on my BlackBerry, and I was listening to music on my iPod. Is it possible that we keep the noise levels so high in our lives in order to avoid what may be revealed to us about ourselves in the silence? Media and technology becomes a narcotic. 

Some additional responses to the fear of exposure and tools of avoiding exposure:

Making an idol of work—the young people that come to D.C. simply to “make a name” for themselves, only to waste a lifetime hiding behind fading accomplishments. Take time to consider all the streets and buildings of DC named after forgotten individuals. 

Image-management—this is especially present in the D.C. political culture. The game is about managing perceptions, even if those perceptions are not connected to truth about a person. People are treated as images and personalities to be crafted, not moral beings with responsibilities to God and each other. 

Drugs—whether we’re talking about illegal substances or abuse of alcohol, these things provide an avenue to escape, to avoid exposure because of fear to face reality. 

Pornography/sexual fantasy/lust/romance novels/movies—these things provide escape, they seek to provide sexual pleasure apart from the vulnerable and committed context of marriage. Could it be that you’re enslaved to this because you fear the exposure that would come from biblical marriage? Tragically, engaging in these things only heightens shame and fear: it grants the very thing it seeks to escape. 

Eating disorders—often fueled by shame about the body the Lord has given to you or used to feel a sense of control that seeks to minimize vulnerability. 

As I have said, the tragic irony is that each of these things that is used to escape exposure, actually increases our fears and experience of shame. But our seeking of these tools, says something true about us. We have a reason to feel shame and it is right to want that shame removed. We simply look for insufficient things to cover us. As I heard Jonathan Leeman once state, “We seek to hold up and hide behind pebbles, when Mount Everest is provided to us through Jesus Christ.”

Q/A—What are some ways you see this culture, especially in DC? How do you seek to be aware and thereby fight? 

Examples of shame and fear of exposure in Scripture

Don’t print in handout, ask for examples:

Adam and Eve, as we have seen already. In Genesis, the immediate consequence of sin was shame and exposure. We were not created for sin. 

David/Bathsheba/Uriah (2 Sam. 11)—David and Bathsheba’s sexual sin followed with intense fear of exposure, and David begins a dramatic and devastating covering act. He attempts to get Uriah to have sex with his wife in order to cover the fact that David had impregnated her. When that doesn’t work, he orders Uriah to the front lines of battle in order to have him killed. We also see in Uriah the height of shame that the innocent spouse suffers as a result of adultery; it is not just the one who sins that is exposed.

In God’s kindness, he gives us in David an example of one who feared exposure and who after being confronted with his sin, deals with his shame and sin in a biblical manner. We see his response to these events in Psalm 51. His response in Psalm 51 is instructive to us in how we deal with our fear of exposure. We seek cleansing in Christ, instead of avoidance or alternative coverings. [READ A PORTION OF PS 51]

2 chapters after the account of David and Bathsheba, Tamar (2 Sam. 13) was a tragic example of one who felt intense shame because of the sin of another. Daughter of David, she was raped by her brother Amnon. We see her response: “Tamar put ashes on her head and tore the ornamented robe she was wearing. She put her hand on her head and went away, weeping aloud as she went” (v. 19). 

Throughout Proverbs we see that those who seek wisdom rightly avoid the exposure and shame that accompanies folly … particularly, note the shame and grief that parents experience when their children are foolish. Proverbs 17:25, “A foolish son brings grief to his father and bitterness to the one who bore him.” There is a sense of shame and exposure that accompanies foolishness. 

Job is an example of one who felt and had truly experienced intense exposure and shame, not as a result of his own sin, before his friends and yet continued to trust the Lord.

Perhaps the most tragic result of giving into the fear of exposure is provided for us by Christ in Luke 9:26, He says, “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words, the Son of man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his glory.”

In what ways are you fearing exposure before others?

Well let’s ask a few questions, and as I ask these questions think about the different ways we have already described this fear of man is manifest in our lives and world today.

*In what ways is your private life different from your public life?

*Are there sins that are easy to confess to God, but not to another person?

*What are the things about yourself that you would rather other people not know about?

*What are your tools of avoidance? Internet, television, the phone, comfort food, pornography/sexual fantasies, gossip, lying … some of these are sinful in and of themselves. Regardless of what they are, next time you are tempted to use one of these or another thing for escape, instead pray and confess your desire to escape something, your fear of something being exposed, talk with another brother or sister about this. 

Response: The Gaze of God and the Gospel

How can we seek to be more aware of this type of fear of man in conjunction with how it lies about God and our relationship before Him? 

There is nothing that we can hide from the Lord—the constant gaze of God 

There is no other way than the Gospel way! 

Because our fear of being exposed is a direct outcome of the Fall, there is no other way to overcome this temptation and sin. We must repent of the sin that causes shame and exposure and follow the One who experienced ultimate shame and exposure so that our shame may not only be covered but finally removed! 

*Christ does more than simply cover our sins! Hebrews 10:1-18

Living in Christian community helps us live this out—accountability and transparency before others, as we build these open and transparent relationships with other Christians we begin to lose our fear of man. Welch says, “When we think of ourselves as alone and isolated, we will always be prone to fear other people. Isolation and the fear of man are close companions. Yet when we truly understand that God has called us to participate in a larger family (i.e., the church), we are free. Church begins to feel a little more like a family sitting with us in our living room. Better yet, we feel like a family sitting together at the feet of Jesus, sitting around the throne. With family, there is no self-consciousness, no embarrassment, no fear” (page 198).
