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Revelation 7:9-14 

After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, 

from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed 

in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation 

belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” And all the angels were standing 

around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces 

before the throne and worshiped God, saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and 

thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” 

Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from 

where have they come?” I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And he said to me, “These are the ones 

coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the 

blood of the Lamb. 

Psalm 34:7-18 

The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear him, and delivers them. Oh, taste and see 

that the Lord is good! Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him! Oh, fear the Lord, you his 

saints, for those who fear him have no lack! The young lions suffer want and hunger; but those 

who seek the Lord lack no good thing. 

Come, O children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the Lord. What man is there who desires 

life and loves many days, that he may see good? Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from 

speaking deceit. Turn away from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it. 

The eyes of the Lord are toward the righteous and his ears toward their cry. The face of the Lord 

is against those who do evil, to cut off the memory of them from the earth. When the righteous cry 

for help, the Lord hears and delivers them out of all their troubles. The Lord is near to the 

brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit. 

“Fear as Reverence” 

The grass withers and the flower fades, but the Word of the Lord remains forever. Friends, this is 

the Word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God. May the words of my mouth and the 

meditations of all our hearts be pleasing and acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our 

Redeemer. Amen. 

I hope everyone enjoyed Rev. Kave’s sermon last week. He spoke very eloquently and very 

personally on God’s providential care. If you missed that sermon, you can find it and other sermons 

and services on the church website. Okay, shameless advertisement is done. In his sermon, Rev. 

Kave made a brief mention to one of many human responses to God. I’m thinking of the phrase 

“fear of God.” We heard that phrase this morning, too, when the Psalmist proclaims, “Fear the 

Lord, you his saints...I will teach you the fear of the Lord.” Many Western Christians today don’t 

like to talk about fearing God. As you’ve probably guessed, I’m not like many Western Christians. 

A fear of God is not only a biblical response, but also a healthy response to God. As you can tell 

by the title, today’s sermon is about fear as reverence. Next Sunday we’ll talk about fear as 

apprehension. 
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Struggling to understand the biblical meaning of fearing God is not something new or limited to 

our present circumstance. Martin Luther, too, struggled with finding the right understanding. So 

he came up with two distinctions of fear. He distinguished between what he called servile fear and 

filial fear. On the one hand, servile fear is the kind of fear that a prisoner in a torture chamber has 

for his tormentor. It’s a dreadful anxiety brought about by a very clear and very present danger, 

usually represented by another person. Servile refers to a posture of servitude toward a malevolent 

despot. Filial fear, on the other hand, which derives from the Latin concept of the family, refers to 

the fear children have toward their parents. In this regard, Luther is thinking of children who have 

tremendous respect and love for father or mother. This love and respect manifests itself in a desire 

to please one’s parents. It’s an anxiety of offending one’s parents not out of fear of torture or 

punishment, but out of fear of displeasing father or mother, the source of security and love.1 

This filial fear is exactly the type of fear the Christian ought to have. We don’t need to fear God 

as some pernicious oppressor. God isn’t constantly turned against his Children. Yes, God’s 

judgments may be against a person or people, but God’s love is never corrupted. God never hates 

his chosen people. In fact, because God does love us and that love is steadfast and eternal, we, 

therefore, ought to be moved with contrition when we sin against God. When we sin we disobey 

God, who is rightfully upset. That is what we should fear doing. We should fear upsetting God, 

not because of any punishment we may receive, but out of respect for our Heavenly Father. 

Luther’s filial fear is a fear of offending the graciousness and love of God. 

Now the only way to know we have offended God’s love is by knowing God. This is why the 

Psalmist says, “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” Calvin says this type of knowledge is more 

than a matter of simple knowledge.2 When I was younger my family loved to go to buffets after 

church for birthdays or anniversaries. One day we were at the local Ryan’s and I was so smitten 

by all the food that I overloaded my plate. I had trouble eating all the things I got and my mother 

was upset with me for wasting food. She told me that I fed my eyes rather than my stomach. And 

she was right. My visual intake of food was far greater than what my belly could hold. Which 

means I couldn’t enjoy all the things on my plate. It would’ve been wiser to choose an entree or 

two and savor every bite. I think that is what the Psalmist is getting at when he says to taste and 

see God’s goodness. We have to take the time to experience God, and savor God’s goodness and 

mercy in order to truly appreciate his graciousness. 

That appreciation is the impetus to our fear of God. It has to be. That explains why the Psalmist so 

easily transitions from “Oh taste and see” to “Oh fear the Lord.” Blessed, says the Psalmist, are 

they who take refuge in God. Blessed is she who finds her happiness in the Lord. Blessed is he 

who welcomes God into his heart. Blessed are they who fear and revere the Lord. Those who do 

fear the Lord lack for nothing. Now I don’t believe the Psalmist is proclaiming a prosperity gospel 

here. He’s not saying if you pray hard enough, give often enough, and love deeply enough then 

God will make you rich. No. He says “those who seek the Lord lack no good thing.” Is life going 

to be a stroll down Easy Street? Absolutely not. Those who seek the Lord and fear the Lord know, 

beyond any shadow of doubt, that God’s goodness and mercy are with them. There’s no better 

news than knowing God’s everlasting presence is with you! 

But the buck doesn’t stop there. The Psalmist calls his hearers to listen up and he will teach them—

teach us—the fear of the Lord. The Psalmist is going to tell us some practical advice on properly 

fearing God. Fear of the Lord as reverence or respect means to keep the tongue from evil and the 



All Saints’ Day 

November 5, 2017 

3 

lips from speaking deceit. The Letter of James speaks so eloquently about the power of the tongue.3 

He compares the tongue to the relatively small rudder of a large ship. At the will of the captain, a 

vessel turns to and fro. The tongue, though it is a small member, boasts of great things. And James 

isn’t praising the tongue either. He says that a massive forest fire can be set by the tiniest of flames. 

And the tongue, if left unchecked and unbridled, becomes a fire of unrighteousness. “With it we 

bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God.” This 

double-tongue, as the Apostle calls it, ought not to be within the Christian’s mouth. We can’t both 

praise God and speak deceit against our neighbor. There’s no way around that. Either we love God 

and our neighbors or we hate God and despise our neighbors. 

This is so important for us to understand. The fear of the Lord, our reverence to God, also extends 

to our neighbors. Now we don’t praise our neighbors as we would praise God, but we should, as 

the Psalmist says, “turn away from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.” Doing good is not 

for God’s benefit. God is perfect goodness and doesn’t need any more from us. Doing good and 

pursuing peace is for the benefit of others. It is on behalf of others. Calvin latches on to this when 

he comments, “It is not the will of God that his servants should be idle, but rather that they should 

aide one another, desiring each other’s welfare and prosperity, and promoting it as far as in them 

lies.”4 Not only does Calvin impress upon us the need for a right relationship with God, but also 

the importance of a rightly ordered relationship with one another. Fear as reverence means we 

should not merely desire prosperity and welfare for others. It’s easy to say “I hope things get 

better” or “I’m praying for your situation.” Fearing the Lord also means we should strive to 

promote that welfare and prosperity as much as humanly possible. The Christian must pursue 

peace. Calvin, again, says, not only ought we “seek peace, but if at any time it shall seem to flee 

from us, [God] bids us use our every effort without ceasing in pursuing it.”5 

The pursuit of peace and the pursuit of happiness, not for ourselves but for others, is at the heart 

of our fearing God. Outwardly focused fear, when your respect and reverence are directed toward 

the other, this will turn the world against you. Modernity focuses so much on the self, so much on 

the individual. My desires, my successes. The world calls for selfishness that is narcissistic and 

egocentric. God calls for a selflessness that is humble in the midst of persecution. This is why the 

Psalmist includes in verse eighteen: “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed 

in spirit.” Fear as reverence incorporates humility and suffering. We come before God, our divine 

Parent, with a humble and contrite heart. We come before God knowing that we will face 

afflictions. The Twenty-First Century also doesn’t like to talk about suffering. We try to remove 

pain and labor from our lives and make everything as easy as possible. This is not a biblical 

worldview. Suffering and humility are part-and-parcel to reverential fear. Does this mean we 

ignore evil and deny victims justice under the law? By no means. Again, the Christian is called to 

pursue peace. This encompasses addressing evil and addressing malpractice. But we do so 

according to God’s design and for God’s kingdom. 

Therein lies the axis around which all this revolves. Two weeks ago I ended our Reformation 

sermon series with soli deo gloria, glory to God alone. Everything we do, everything we say, 

everything we leave undone or unsaid must always be to God’s glory. Our fear toward God is 

directed for his glory. Our respect and care for others is directed toward God’s glory. Our spiritual 

lives, our private lives, our civic lives, our whole being is for God and to God. If ever there is 

misdirection away from God, then we should fear with apprehension. But I’ll save that for next 

week. 
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Until then, let us pray. God our Father, we are your Children. We know we disobey you in thought, 

word, and deed. We know we ignore your commands and seek after personal gain. Turn our hearts, 

guide our wills to align with you. Turn us to fear you in reverence and honor. We ask the Holy 

Spirit’s guidance in giving all praise and glory to you. We ask for Christ’s help in our imitation of 

him to be better stewards of our resources and better sisters and brothers to all our neighbors. It is 

in his name we pray. Amen.  

1 R. C. Sproul, What Does it Mean to Fear God? www.ligonier.org/blog/what-does-it-mean-fear-god  
2 John Calvin, Commentary on the Psalms Vol. 1, 535. 
3 James 3:1-12ff 
4 Calvin, Psalms 538.  
5 Ibid. 
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