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Vision | The Spirit of Fear 

Exodus 20:18-21 & 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 

Scripture Reading: 

Exodus 20:18-21:
“Now when all the people saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning and 

the sound of the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the people were afraid 
and trembled, and they stood far off [19] and said to Moses, “You speak to 

us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, lest we die.” [20] 
Moses said to the people, “Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that 

the fear of him may be before you, that you may not sin.” [21] The people 
stood far off, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.” 

1 Corinthians 2:1-5:

“And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the 
testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. [2] For I decided to know 

nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. [3] And I was 
with you in weakness and in fear and much trembling, [4] and my speech 

and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power, [5] so that your faith might not rest 

in the wisdom of men but in the power of God.”
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Introduction

• Today: Fear. 
- Fear strangles good intentions every day. 
- How to address this? 

• Getting underneath our fear:
- Our feelings are the core of who we are. 
- Our heart is more than thinking and intent – it's also feeling. 
- Feelings aren't intended to be expunged, but honored – they're 

intended to be grasped, felt, heard, and learned from.

• Proposing today: 
- That Our fears are not, in and of themselves, wrong or sinful, but to 

be controlled by them is. 
- God wants to meet us in our fear and encourage us.

Paul’s Own Admission of Fear

• 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 — “And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come 

proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. [2] 
For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him 

crucified. [3] And I was with you in weakness and in fear and much 
trembling, [4] and my speech and my message were not in plausible 

words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, [5] so 
that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of 

God.
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- Paul came to Corinth intentionally not preaching with rhetorical 
brilliance, but sharing the simple gospel of Jesus. And this led him to 

feel very insecure. 
- Paul did not preach with “excellence of rhetorical display or of 

philosophical subtlety.” (Lightfoot)  This endangered him in the Greek 
world of appearing irrelevant, unimpressive, not compelling, etc.

- Do any of your favorite preachers speak publicly about their fears?

• 2 Corinthians 11:24-28 — “Five times I received at the hands of the Jews 

the forty lashes less one. [25] Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I 
was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was 

adrift at sea; [26] on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from 
robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in 

the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false 
brothers; [27] in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in 

hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. [28] And, 
apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my 

anxiety for all the churches.”
- What about all the times the Bible seems to tell us to avoid fear?

Biblical Inventory of Fear

• Genesis 15:1-4  — “After these things the word of the LORD came to 
Abram in a vision: “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall 

be very great.” [2] But Abram said, “O Lord GOD, what will you give me, 
for I continue childless [The promise isn't happening], and the heir of my 

house is Eliezer of Damascus?” [3] And Abram said, “Behold, you have 
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given me no offspring, and a member of my household will be my 
heir.” [4] And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: “This man shall 

not be your heir; your very own son shall be your heir.”
- What precipitated God speaking to Abram? His fear.
- Abram felt fear, God saw this and came to him. God didn't rebuke 

him! God encouraged him!
- God wanted Abraham to know that he wouldn't die childless. 
- God empathized with Abram’s fears and met him there.

• Genesis 26:24 — “And the LORD appeared to him [Isaac] the same night 
and said, “I am the God of Abraham your father. Fear not, for I am with 

you and will bless you and multiply your offspring for my servant 
Abraham's sake.”

- God introduced himself to Isaac and told him not to fear. Why? 
Because he didn't want Isaac to fear. This is not a commandment 

against feeling fear. 
- God wanted Isaac to know that he would be with him through his 

life’s story.

• Genesis 46:3-4 — Then he said [to Jacob], “I am God, the God of your 

father. Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for there I will make you 
into a great nation. [4] I myself will go down with you to Egypt, and I will 

also bring you up again, and Joseph's hand shall close your eyes.” 
- God told Jacob that he needn't fear to go to Egypt (the place where 

he thought his youngest son had been kidnapped) — that in this 
unfamiliar land his family would grow into a great nation. 
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- Jacob has always been a loner, done things his way. Now he’s totally 
dependent on God and the goodwill of a pagan king. And God meets 

him in his impaired fear. 

• Exodus 20:18-21 — Now when all the people saw the thunder and the 

flashes of lightning and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain 
smoking, the people were afraid and trembled, and they stood far off [19] 

and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let 
God speak to us, lest we die.” [20] Moses said to the people, “Do not 

fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of him may be before 
you, that you may not sin.” [21] The people stood far off, while Moses 

drew near to the thick darkness where God was. 
- Following the giving of the Ten Commandments, the presence of 

God on Mt. Sinai was accompanied by smoke, thunder and lightning, 
and the sound of a trumpet. The people began to retreat in terror and 

Moses told them, “Do not be afraid. God has come to test you, so 
that the fear of God will be with you to keep you from sinning.”  

- Here we see a healthy tension — fear but don't fear. Don't withdraw 
from God. But feel fear appropriately so that you will not sin. 

- We must ask why God appeared with smoke, lightning, thunder, and 
a trumpet blast. Was it not to create a physical, visceral reaction in 

his people’s hearts — the feeling of fear? And this feeling of fear 
can’t be spiritualized here. God wanted them to feel fear! As a matter 

of fact, the fear that they are feeling is actually used to draw them 
appropriately to God.
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What We Learn About Fear

• That fear is a sin or that it repulsed God.

• In fact, God is drawn to us in our fear. 

Then There’s The Posture of Fear…

• Romans 8:15 — “So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to 

live according to the flesh. [13] For if you live according to the flesh you 
will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will 

live. [14] For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. [15] For 
you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you 

have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! 
Father!”

- Encouraging them not to retreat from God in fear — that God loves 
them. They are sons!

• 2 Timothy 1:3-7 — “I thank God whom I serve, as did my ancestors, with 
a clear conscience, as I remember you constantly in my prayers night 

and day. [4] As I remember your tears, I long to see you, that I may be 
filled with joy. [5] I am reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that dwelt 

first in your grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice and now, I am 
sure, dwells in you as well. [6] For this reason I remind you to fan into 

flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands, 
[7] for God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-

control.”
- Paul met Timothy in his fear rather than rebuking it or spiritualizing it. 
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- Paul addressed the posture of fear that would impair Timothy from 
remaining faithful in the gospel. 

Overarching Points

• In none of these cases — when read and feel it in context — can we walk 
away with the impression that God is outlawing the feeling of fear. 

• As a matter of fact, I would argue that God is highly empathetic to these 
people’s fears, which is why he is meeting them where they are to 

encourage them.

• Illustration: Telling my child to fear not is not a rule; it’s encouragement!

• Fear isn't the opposite of faith. It's the pathway to faith. 

Dodd on Fear1

• “Fear brings us strength. It is the feeling that allows us to experience risk, 

trust, dependency, collaboration, and, ultimately, wisdom because it helps 
us realize our need for help.”

• In our fear of fear, we continually demand guarantees and are overly 
controlling in any risk we take…

• But if we admit our fear, it can produce remarkable benefits. We discover 
that fear can be about assertion [reaching out for help] and prevention 

[living wisely].

• Unfortunately, too many of us answer fear by silencing its voice. We run 

from risk, eliminate trust, hide our dependency, and become fretful and 

 Dodd, Chip. The Voice of the Heart: A Call to Full Living (Kindle Locations 1049-1060). Sage Hill Resources. Kindle Edition. 1
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controlling... Fear offers the opportunity to trust God and others with our 
need for help, or it entices us to stay stuck in distrust and self-will.

Conclusion:

• Application
- Name your fear.

> Sharing the gospel (fear of rejection)
> Fear of the unknown (sickness; loss; etc.)

> Serving: diapers; new people; awkward moments; heat/cold; etc.
- Interact with your fear.

> Remember that the feeling of fear is not sin;
> Ask: What is my fear telling me about myself? My idols? All the     

   ways in which I don’t fully trust Jesus?
> But also ask: What is my fear warning me against? (How 

many people have made the mistake of marrying the 
wrong person because they ignored their fears?!)

- Bring your fear to God. Every day. Depend on him. The gift of fear is 
dependence on Jesus (if you take advantage of it).

- Fight against a posture of fear which paralyzes us in apathy or even 
disobedience.

The feeling of fear is not wrong. The problem is when we allow the 

feeling of fear to control us.
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