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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD 

Fearing God 
 

 

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

 

Fear: Friend or Foe? 
 

Our world is consumed with fear. Even before the Covid-19 panic set in six months ago, anxiety was a 

leading cause of illness and death in the modern world. According to the Anxiety and Depression 

Association of America, “anxiety disorders”—everything from chronic anxiety to phobias to OCD and 

PTSD—are the most common “mental illness” in the United States, affecting 18% of adults and 25% of 

children. Even in mild forms anxiety increases the likelihood of an early death by 20%. The National 

Institutes of Health contend that anxiety and its resulting condition of depression “account for over 50% 

of the global disease burden in terms of disability-adjusted life years attributable to mental health 

disorders and substance use.” Clearly, the greatest danger facing the health and well-being of the world’s 

population on any given day is not a novel strain of the flu. It is the pandemic of fear, and billions of 

dollars are dedicated each year in the attempt to eradicate it or mitigate its symptoms.  
 

But fear itself is not necessarily the culprit. The motivation for and object of that fear determine whether 

it is an evil to be condemned or a virtue to be praised. As the 17th-century Dutch theologian Wilhelmus à 

Brakel wrote, “Fear issues forth from love—either for ourselves or for God.” Mankind exhibits the 

fear that springs forth from self-love and seeks remedies for its consequences in the things of this world. 

Such fear always ends in death and judgment. But the fear prescribed by the Wisdom Literature of the 

Old Testament springs from a love for God and seeks refuge in Him alone. Its ends in life and blessing. 
 

“Fear” is the foundational theme of the book of Proverbs. It is the key that unlocks the contents of the 

entire book; it is the password without which the book’s truth remains inaccessible. It begins the book as 

its chief motto: “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and 

instruction” (Prov 1:7). It ends the book as its concluding thought: “Charm is deceitful and beauty is vain, 

but a woman who fears the LORD, she shall be praised” (31:30). According to Proverbs, the “fear of the 

LORD”—a fear that issues forth from love for God—is not an illness to be cured, but the essence of true 

worship and the key to successful living. 
 

 

          1:7                           31:30 

“Fear of the LORD” 
 

The words “fear of the LORD” comprise a special phrase in Scripture called a collocation—a “habitual 

juxtaposition of a particular word with another word or words with a frequency greater than chance” 

(Oxford Dictionary). In other words, these words, “fear” and “LORD” (Yahweh), complement each other 

so uniquely that the phrase they constitute cannot be understood by isolating its parts. As Bruce Waltke 

states, “Even as one will not understand ‘butterfly’ by analyzing ‘butter’ and ‘fly’ independently, so also 

‘fear of the LORD’ cannot be understood by studying ‘fear’ and ‘LORD’ in isolation from each other” 

(Proverbs 1-15, 100). So how should this phrase be understood? It has two interrelated nuances: 
 

(a) “Fear of the LORD” = the revelation of God. At times the phrase emphasizes objective, 

divinely-revealed truth that can be taught and learned. This “fear” comes from Yahweh Himself. 

The clearest example of this emphasis occurs in Psalm 19 where David lists several synonyms for 

God’s written revelation: “The law of the LORD is perfect, restoring the soul; the testimony of the 

LORD is sure, making wise the simple. The precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the 

commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes. The fear of the LORD is clean, 

enduring forever; the judgments of the LORD are true; they are righteous altogether” (vv. 7-9). 
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As Psalm 19 shows, “fear of the LORD” is synonymous with Yahweh’s “law,” “testimony,” 

precepts,” “commandment,” and “judgments.” In Proverbs, too, the phrase either emphasizes or 

at least assumes the content God’s special revelation. As such, “fear of the LORD” is not only 

about something we exhibit; it is something that God gives—His word. 
 

(b) “Fear of the LORD” = the response of man. In many cases the phrase emphasizes a particular 

kind of response a person has to Yahweh. It depicts the kind of relationship that results when a 

man rightly responds to God’s revelation of Himself in His word. It is synonymous with the 

concepts of love, trust, admiration, and humility before God. In this sense it is best defined as 

“that affectionate reverence, by which the child of God bends himself humbly and carefully 

to his Father’s law” (Charles Bridges, An Exposition of Proverbs, 3-4).  
 

A survey of the “fear of the LORD” in the book of Proverbs yields five important truths: 
 

1.  The fear of the LORD is the starting point for all true knowledge.  
 

We must begin where Solomon begins—with the interpretive key for the entire book: 
 

• 1:7 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.” 
 

Solomon’s motto emphasizes three principles regarding true knowledge: (1) All knowledge is ultimately 

theological in nature; there is no such thing as “secular” knowledge (knowledge that has no relation to 

God and His revelation). (2) This knowledge is exclusive to one source—Yahweh (“the LORD” in our 

English translations). This personal name of God uniquely distinguishes Him from all other ideologies, 

religions, and so-called gods. (3) A right relationship to Yahweh and His revelation is essential for 

success in understanding this knowledge. This same concept is repeated elsewhere in the book of 

Proverbs: 
 

• 2:1-2, 5 – “My son, if you will receive my words and treasure my commandments within you, make 

your ear attentive to wisdom and incline your heart to understanding . . . then you will discern the fear 

of the LORD.” 

• 9:10 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is 

understanding.” 

• 15:33 – “The fear of the LORD is the instruction for wisdom, and before honor comes humility.” 

• Job 28:28; Psalm 34:11; 111:10; 119:120; Isaiah 66:1-2 
 

IMPLICATION: Wisdom to walk successfully in this treacherous world will only come from a reverent and 

teachable submission to the highest authority—the God of the Bible. To reject Him is to hate true 

knowledge. 
 

• 1:28-29  

 

2. The fear of the LORD is the opposite of pride and self-sufficiency. 
 

This second truth naturally flows out of the first: 
 

• 3:5-7 – “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your 

ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight. Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear 

the LORD and turn away from evil.” 
 

Solomon parallels the “fear the LORD” (v. 7) with “trust in the LORD” (v. 5) and “acknowledging Him” 

(v. 6). At the same time, he contrasts the “fear the LORD” with “leaning on your own understanding” (v. 

5) and “being wise in your own eyes” (v. 7).  
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IMPLICATION: It can be stated in all certainty that a person who exhibits personal pride and self-

sufficiency is a person who does not know “fear the LORD.”  The “fear the LORD” cannot exist in the 

person who looks to his own intuition, feelings, experiences, and reason in order to form his 

understanding of God, himself, the world, and morality. To relate to the God of the Bible in any way that 

diminishes Him from His rightful role as the ultimate Authority is to make oneself “wise in his own eyes” 

(v. 7). There is no hope for such a person:  
 

• 12:15 – “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man is he who listens to counsel.” 

• 26:12 – “Do you see a man wise in his own eyes? There is more hope for a fool than for him.” 

• Judges 17:6; 21:25; Psalm 36:1; Romans 3:18 
 

 

“In God you come up against something which is in every respect immeasurably superior to yourself. Unless 

you know God as that—and therefore, know yourself as nothing in comparison—you do not know God at all. 

As long as you are proud, you cannot know God. A proud man is always looking down on things and people; 

and, of course, as long as you are looking down, you cannot see something that is above you.” 

—C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 96 
 

 

3. The fear of the LORD generates a reflection of God’s character. 
 

Those who truly fear the LORD find themselves drawn to imitate God’s character. In particular, it leads 

them to hate the things God hates, and love the things God loves. 
 

• 3:7 – “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and turn away from evil.” 

• 8:13; 16:6; 23:17 

• 14:2 – “He who walks in his uprightness fears the LORD, but he who is devious in his ways despises 

Him.” 
 

IMPLICATION: In the battle against sin, the first step is not loving sin less, but fearing God more. The 

reoccurring attraction to sin is always symptomatic of an inadequately developed fear of God. While 

certain radical steps to remove oneself from sources of temptation may provide temporary victory, a 

decisive mortification of sin and vivification of righteousness will always and only take place in the 

context of a growing fear of the LORD. 
 

 

 “The fear of God is the fountain of all the holiness which delights you. Sinful lusts will lose their potency, 

corruptions which surface will readily be subdued, you will be stopped in the middle of sinning, and you will 

find yourself included toward the practice of all manner of virtues.”  ~ Wilhelmus à Brakel 

 
 

4. The fear of the LORD produces a harvest of rewards. 
 

Central to the logic of Proverbs is the law of cause and effect, or the law of reaping what you sow. 

Solomon shows that the fear of the LORD will be the cause of many rewarding effects including 

confidence, safety, stability, respect, and fulfillment in life.  
 

• 13:13 – “The one who despises the word will be in debt to it, but the one who fears the 

commandment will be rewarded.” 

• 14:26-27 – “In the fear of the LORD there is strong confidence, and his children will have refuge. The 

fear of the LORD is a fountain of life, that one may avoid the snares of death.” 

• 10:27; 14:27; 19:23; 22:4; 28:14; 31:30; Psalm 34:8-9; 147:11 
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IMPLICATION: These proverbs are not to be claimed as automatic guarantees of a life of wealth, health, 

and prosperity. Instead, Solomon wants us to focus on the practical implications the fear of the LORD 

has for life. This fear will lead to wisdom, which in turn will bring choices which avoid the devastating 

effects of sin and its enslavement (drunkenness, endless credit card bills, sexual diseases, worry, broken 

relationships, etc.). At the end of the day, even the fear of the LORD itself will be better than the best of 

riches. 
 

• 15:16 – “Better is a little with the fear of the LORD than great treasure and turmoil with it.” 
 

5.  The fear of the LORD cancels out all other fears.  
 

For the person who lives in constant fear or worry, the solution is not the eradication of all fear, but the 

direction of fear onto the right object: God alone. 
 

• 3:25-26 – “Do not be afraid of sudden fear nor of the onslaught of the wicked when it comes; for the 

LORD will be your confidence and will keep your foot from being caught.” 

• 14:26 – “In the fear of the LORD there is strong confidence, and his children will have refuge.” 

• 29:25 – “The fear of man brings a snare, but he who trusts in the LORD will be exalted.” 

• Psalm 118:6; Matthew 10:28 
 

IMPLICATION: If you struggle with anxiety over your health, your career, your family, the 

opinions of others, etc., the solution will not be found in a drug, but in a greater fear—a robust 

fear in God Himself.  

 
 

“The fear of God is the death of every other fear; like a mighty lion,  

it chases all other fears before it.” ~ Charles Spurgeon 
 

 

For Further Reflection 

 

• Continue to read one chapter of Proverbs each day for the rest of this year (September 2020 to 

December 2021).  

• Define “fear of the LORD” in your own words.  

• Explain the five truths regarding the fear of the LORD that can be gleaned from the book of Proverbs. 

• How can a person assess his own level of submission to God’s Word? How and where will that 

submission manifest itself? On the other hand, how does quiet rebellion manifest itself, even among 

long-term church attendees? 

• True masculinity is sometimes pictured as tough, independent, and self-sufficient. The real man is the 

one who leads from his gut. While this may have many advantages in a world that delights in making 

men cowards, how can this independence fall dangerously short with respect to God’s command to 

“fear Him”? 

• How can the fear of God help you in your struggle against sin? How can it help you with your fear of 

other men? 

• Why does a growing, healthy fear of God lead to greater peace, courage, and contentment in this life?  

 

Recommended Reading:   

• Richard Mayhue, Practicing Proverbs (Christian Focus), chapter 3, “Wisdom’s Beginning.” 

• John MacArthur, Anxious for Nothing: God’s Cure for the Cares of Your Soul (David C. Cook).  
 

This Week’s Audio: gracechurch.org/motw                          Next Meeting: Sept 15 – “Evening of Prayer” 

 


