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What Does the Fear of the Lord Mean? 

Psa. 111:10 “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; a good understanding have 

all they that do His commandments: His praise endures forever.” 

A biblical phrase that has troubled many people is the command to fear God.  

What does “fear of the Lord" mean, and why does the Bible tell us to fear God? 

 

Fear of the Lord is not a fear of a tyrannical Being who has evil intentions towards 

mankind.  

 

When the Bible refers to the “fear of the Lord,” it means having a deep respect, reverence 

and awe for God’s power and authority, rather than causing someone to be afraid of God, a 

proper “fear of the Lord” leads one to love Him. 

We fear many legitimately bad things: Crime, auto accidents, devastating storms, viruses, 

chemical weapons, mass murderers, terrorists, earthquakes. 

The lack of a fear, reverence, awe, respect of the Lord is a root issue of why society has 

denigrated to the present status of immorality. 

Paralyzing fear? 

First, realize that there is a fear of God that doesn’t produce good results. This terrifying 

and paralyzing fear is likely the type of fear that comes to mind for many. 

The Bible shows several examples of fear gone wrong.  

• “You believe that there is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe—and 

tremble!” James 2:19. 

• The unprofitable servant was corrected for being wicked and lazy after he made the 

excuse, “I was afraid, and went and hid your talent in the ground” instead of using it 

productively Matthew 25:25. 

• Revelation 21:8 even tells us the “cowardly” or “fearful” will not be in God’s 

Kingdom. 

Such fear does not have a positive end. 

• This fear is not what God is looking for.  

• God offers us help for fighting the effects of wrong kinds of fear.  
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Meaning of the fear of the Lord 

The Hebrew and Greek words translated fear in the Bible can have several shades of 

meaning, but in the context of the fear of the Lord, they convey a positive reverence. 

The Hebrew verb yare can mean “to fear, to respect, to reverence” referring to the fear of 

God as a positive quality.  

• This fear acknowledges God’s good intentions - Exodus 20:20 “Don’t be afraid 

Moses answered them, for God has come in this way to test you, and so that your 

fear of Him will keep your from sinning!”  

• This fear is produced by God’s Word - Psalm 119:37-38; Proverbs 2:5 “Turn my 

eyes from worthless things, and give me life through Your Word. Reassure me of 

Your promise, made to those who fear You.” 

“Then you will understand what it means to fear the Lord, and you will gain 

knowledge of God.” 

• It makes a person receptive to wisdom and knowledge - Proverbs 1:7; 9:10  

“Fear of the Lord is the foundation of true knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and 

discipline.” 

“Fear of the Lord is the foundation of wisdom. Knowledge of the Holy One results 

in good judgment.” 

The Greek noun phobos [phobia] can mean “reverential fear” of God, “not a mere ‘fear’ 

of His power and righteous retribution, but a wholesome dread of displeasing Him” 

(Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, 1985, “Fear, 

Fearful, Fearfulness”).  

Productive fear Apostle Luke describes in the early New Testament Church: 

“Then the churches throughout all Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace and were edified 

and walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, they were 

multiplied” Acts 9:31 

What does the proper fear of God do for us & why is it important to fear God? 

1. King Solomon put it this way in explaining his reason for writing the book of Proverbs: 

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge” Proverbs 1:7. 

Why? Consider these words of the psalmist: “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 

wisdom; a good understanding have all those who do His commandments. His praise 

endures forever” (Psalm 111:10). 

Psalm 34: 11, 13-14 - King David also tells us about learning the fear of the Lord:  
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“Come, you children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the LORD. … Keep your 

tongue from evil, and your lips from speaking deceit. Depart from evil and do good; seek 

peace and pursue it.” 

2. A Biblical fear of God considers the fear of the consequences of disobedience.  

There are times of temptation or trial when we may forget some of the better reasons 

for obeying God, and that is when we really need to think of the consequences. 

 

3. Reverence of God helps us to take Him and His beneficial laws seriously.  

Being in harmony with the spiritual laws that govern God’s order have astounding 

benefits.  

Hebrews 10:26-31  “For if we sin willfully after we have received the knowledge of the 

truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain fearful expectation of 

judgment, and fiery indignation which will devour the adversaries. Anyone who has 

rejected Moses’ law dies without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. 

Of how much worse punishment, do you suppose, will he be thought worthy who has 

trampled the Son of God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant by which he was 

sanctified a common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know Him who 

said, ‘Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord. And again, ‘The LORD will 

judge His people.’ It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.” 

 

4. Many benefits come in this life, but the greatest benefits will be experienced in the life 

to come: 

1Timothy 4:8 “Physical training is good, but training for godliness is much better, 

promising benefits in this life and in the life to come.” 

Psalm 16:11 “You will show me the way of life, granting me the joy of Your 

presence and the pleasures of living with You forever,” 

Forgiveness and the fear of the Lord 

Sadly, everyone sins and earns the death penalty. If everyone is just going to die forever, 

what would be the purpose of fear? Sure, we might be depressed and terrified, but is that 

what God really wants? 

Consider this passage: “If You, Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? 

But there is forgiveness with You, that You may be feared” Psalm 130:3-4. 

God’s offer of forgiveness to those who repent gives us a reason to fear—a reason to 

change. It also gives us a reason to be eternally grateful and to grow in love to be more like 

our loving God!  
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How does love cast out fear? 

The reverential fear of the Lord is designed to help us grow to become more like God—to 

grow in love. And this growth removes any need to be terrified of God’s judgment.  

As the Apostle John put it: 

“Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness in the Day of 

Judgment; because as He is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love; but perfect 

love casts out fear, because fear involves torment. But he who fears has not been made 

perfect in love” 1John 4:17-18. 

• A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament by Arndt and Gingrich – 

“phobos” - fear V 18 - meaning is “slavish fear” which is not to characterize the 

Christian’s relation to God.” 

The same meaning is applied to the word fear in Romans 8:15 “For you did not receive the 

spirit of bondage again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry 

out, ‘Abba, Father.’” 

Though we are to voluntarily yield ourselves as bond servants or slaves to God, He is not 

an abusive, cruel slave driver who terrorizes and torments us. 

God wants His laws written on our hearts: 

• Even if we had no fear of being caught, we should choose to never sin against others—

because we love them and God. 

• Our Respect and Reverence for God should grow beyond being motivated solely by 

fear and be motivated by God’s love—having a deep love and respect for God and His 

words.  

Eternal benefits of the fear of the Lord 

The positive fear of the Lord taught in the Bible is a key element in change.  

• It helps us have a proper, humble perspective of ourselves in relation to our 

awesome God;  

• It helps us in times of temptation when we need to remember the serious 

consequences of disobeying God;  

• It motivates us to become more like our loving Creator. 

The fear of the Lord bring eternal benefits: 

• “Do not let your heart envy sinners, but be zealous for the fear of the LORD all the 

day; for surely there is a hereafter, and your hope will not be cut off.” Proverbs 

23:17-18. 
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• “The fear of the LORD is a fountain of life, to turn one away from the snares of 

death” Proverbs 14:27. 

• “The fear of the LORD leads to life, and he who has it will abide in satisfaction; he 

will not be visited with evil” Proverbs 19:23. 

Examples of fear of the Lord 

At Abraham’s greatest test, he showed his willingness to give up his promised son, 

believing that God could resurrect Isaac, God told Abraham: 

“Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear 

God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me” Genesis 22:12. 

 

Moses followed his father-in-law’s advice to appoint God-fearing men to help serve as 

judges over Israel: 

“Moreover you shall select from all the people able men, such as fear God, men of truth, 

hating covetousness; and place such over them to be rulers of thousands, rulers of 

hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens” Exodus 18:21. 

Other examples of people who feared God include:  

The Israelite midwives who spared the baby boys Exodus 1:17, 21 “Because the 

midwives feared God, they refused to obey the king’s orders, they allowed the boys to live 

also.” 

Nehemiah - Nehemiah 5:15 “Because I feared the Lord, I did not act that way.” Corrupted 

and misused the Temple treasuries. 

Job - Job 1:8  God said: “He is a blameless man – a man of complete integrity. 

He fears God and stays away from evil.”  

Cornelius the Gentile centurion Acts 10:22  “He is a devout and God-fearing man, well 

respected by all the Jews.” 

God also mentioned that those who fear Him are being written into His “book of 

remembrance”: 

“Then those who feared the LORD spoke to one another, and the LORD listened and heard 

them; so a book of remembrance was written before Him for those who fear the LORD 

and who meditate on His name” Malachi 3:16. 

Jer. 29:11 “For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord.  

They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope. “ 
 


