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My grandfather died in the Spring of 2010, of cancer. It was a long, slow, painful death that 

ended in a hospice bed in his living room. My wife, Amanda, and I had the chance to visit about 

a week before he died. While we were there, my uncle pulled me aside and said, "You have a 

lot more sway with the man upstairs than I do. Would you pray that my dad goes quickly? He's 

suffered enough." 

 

My uncle is a fun, funny guy. It's safe to say he's never made religion a priority in his life, and it's 

safe to say that he's made a few mistakes (because who hasn't?). But when push came to 

shove, when he was confronted with the reality of our mortality, he felt inadequate. He 

desperately wanted God to act, to move, to intervene, to be present. But he didn't feel worthy of 

God's attention. 

 

This is probably the most painful experience I encounter as a pastor: people who are suffering 

and who feel ignored or even punished by God. Most people have a default assumption that 

when bad things are happening it's because God is punishing them - or at best because God is 

overlooking them. God simply steps back and lets karma run its course. Like my uncle, they feel 

unholy, unimportant, unworthy of God's attentions or affections. 

 

There’s a phrase we use in the Church that feeds this feeling - we talk about fearing God. No 

wonder people like my uncle feel God is overlooking them, or even angry. They hear that God is 

someone to be feared. This is an unfortunate accident of language. The Hebrew and Greek 

words that get translated "fear" have a much broader semantic range than our English word 

"fear" does. In English, our word fear just means "be afraid".  

 

[Scary God] So when we tell people to FEAR GOD, we automatically assume God is someone 

to be feared. We picture God like a harsh boss or a demanding parent - never satisfied with less 

than perfection. We imagine God is perpetually grumpy and judgmental, quick to punish us for 

the smallest infractions.  

 

This God only concerns himself with the super-spiritual - the rest of us just sort of keep our 

heads down, mind our own business, and do our best to avoid his wrath.  

 

We’ll see today that in the Scriptures, fear of God has nothing to do with being afraid of 

punishment, and none of us is overlooked by God. In fact, we'll see today that God is the God of 

those who slip through the cracks - that's part of why we should "fear" God in the first place.  

 

[Awe of God] To FEAR God doesn't mean to be afraid. A better word would be "Awe" - the 

sense of the Hebrew word is being overwhelmed by the majesty and greatness of God. It's that 

feeling you have if you've ever climbed a mountain and looked down at the whole world spread 

beneath you. Or if you've ever stood at the edge of the Grand Canyon. It's a sense of smallness 

you get in the presence of something overwhelmingly beyond you.  
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(And being afraid can be wrapped up in that - if you've ever swum a little too far into the ocean 

and struggled to get back to shore, you know that sense that this thing that's bigger than you, 

with irresistible tides and unfathomable depths can be dangerous!) 

 

But God is not a mountain or a canyon or an ocean. God is the living and active creator of the 

universe. I want to talk about what that means for people like my uncle, who feel ignored or 

overlooked by God. 

 

We're in a series called The Prophets and Poets mixtape - it's our Epiphany series, which is the 

season of the Church that celebrates God's nature and character as revealed through Jesus. 

Epiphany follows Christmas because we recognize that Jesus came not just for a special, select 

group of holy people, but for the whole world. This year, we're listening to the prophets and the 

psalms - reading them together.  

 

At the intersection of the prophets and the songs of God's people is good news for the whole 

world. And today, we'll see more clearly who God is, what it means to fear God and why that's 

good news. 

 

[Scripture Slide 1] Turn with me in your Bibles to Psalm 112. This song is actually an acrostic in 

Hebrew - the first letter of each line starts with a consecutive letter of the Hebrew alphabet 

(which, sadly, doesn't translate well into English). Psalms like this were memorized as a 

teaching tool - this song was sung by Hebrew children to teach them what it is to be a child of 

God.  

 

As we read this together, imagine that this is a song you know all the words to - a song that, 

when you think of God, is the music that starts playing in your brain.  

 

Praise the Lord! How joyful are those who fear the Lord and delight in obeying his commands. 

 

Those who fear God are joyful - clearly that can't mean being afraid. When you're afraid, you're 

not joyful. But those who are in awe of God, who are overwhelmed by God's goodness and 

love, they delight in obeying God. It's a privilege. The song goes on: 

 

Their children will be successful everywhere; 

an entire generation of godly people will be blessed. 

 

They themselves will be wealthy, 

and their good deeds will last forever. 

 

Light shines in the darkness for the godly. 

They are generous, compassionate, and righteous. 

 

Good comes to those who lend money generously 

and conduct their business fairly. 
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Such people will not be overcome by evil. 

Those who are righteous will be long remembered. 

 

They do not fear bad news; 

they confidently trust the Lord to care for them. 

 

They are confident and fearless 

and can face their foes triumphantly. 

 

They share freely and give generously to those in need. 

Their good deeds will be remembered forever. 

They will have influence and honor. 

 

The wicked will see this and be infuriated. 

They will grind their teeth in anger; 

they will slink away, their hopes thwarted. -- Psalm 112 

 

The picture this song paints is beautiful: people who are so overwhelmed by God's goodness 

that they can't help but live big, generous lives. They raise good children. Evil can't even touch 

them because they are so captivated by God. They're confident and fearless. They lend to 

those who can pay back and give to those who can't. They are characterized by good deeds. 

 

This is radically different from how we think of the fear of God. We do good things out of fear of 

punishment or to earn God's favor. We treat it like an exchange. But this song teaches us that 

whatever good we do - and it should be a LOT - is a response to God's overwhelming goodness 

and love. 

 

When we get this wrong - when we treat God as someone to be feared, we become shallow, 

empty people. This is especially toxic for religious people because our religion becomes deeply 

hypocritical. 

 

[Scripture Slide 2] Turn with me to Isaiah 58. Like Micah last week, this prophecy comes during 

what we would call a period of religious revival. People are filling the Temple to overflowing. But 

God is not happy with them - and we'll see that the problem is precisely that they are doing all 

the right things for all the wrong reasons. The prophet is particularly concerned with the practice 

of fasting - the people are fasting, but they're doing it to manipulate God into doing what they 

want.  

 

And all the while, they're oppressing people. Taking advantage of those who have less, 

exploiting their employees. If you ever needed proof that God doesn't think too much of acting 

religious, the prophet's words are for you.  
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As we read, imagine what it must have been like to hear the prophet's words. You're in Church. 

You're doing all the right things. You're convinced it's making God like you better, that God's 

going to start blessing you any minute. And then, instead, the prophet says this: 

 

Shout with the voice of a trumpet blast. Shout aloud! Don’t be timid. Tell my people Israel of 

their sins! Yet they act so pious! They come to the Temple every day and seem delighted to 

learn all about me. They act like a righteous nation that would never abandon the laws of its 

God. They ask me to take action on their behalf, pretending they want to be near me. 

 

‘We have fasted before you!’ they say. ‘Why aren’t you impressed? We have been very hard on 

ourselves, and you don’t even notice it!’ 

 

This is the key failure of the people. They are doing all these religious thing to attract God's 

attention. They want God to respond to them. This is clear evidence that they misunderstand 

who God is. In fact, they are conflating Yahweh, the God of Israel, with the gods of the other 

nations around them. The pagan gods demanded obedience in exchange for favors. Pagan 

worship was all about performance and ritual to gain the gods' attention and favor. 

 

So we can understand why Israel got sidetracked. We also struggle to remember that God is not 

like the world around us, that God's grace is better than the world's system of exchange. We 

have a hard time believing God could really be as good as Scripture claims. Israel did too. So 

God chastises them. Why isn't God impressed with all their rituals and fasts?  

 

“I will tell you why!” I respond. “It’s because you are fasting to please yourselves. Even while 

you fast, you keep oppressing your workers. What good is fasting when you keep on fighting 

and quarreling? This kind of fasting will never get you anywhere with me. You humble 

yourselves by going through the motions of penance, bowing your heads like reeds bending in 

the wind. You dress in burlap and cover yourselves with ashes. Is this what you call fasting? Do 

you really think this will please the Lord? 

 

“No, this is the kind of fasting I want: Free those who are wrongly imprisoned; lighten the burden 

of those who work for you. Let the oppressed go free, and remove the chains that bind people. 

Share your food with the hungry, and give shelter to the homeless. Give clothes to those who 

need them, and do not hide from relatives who need your help. 

 

“Then your salvation will come like the dawn, and your wounds will quickly heal. Your godliness 

will lead you forward, and the glory of the Lord will protect you from behind. Then when you call, 

the Lord will answer. ‘Yes, I am here,’ he will quickly reply. -- Isaiah 58:1-9a 

 

At first glance, this sounds like what God wants is more social work. But remember the Psalm - 

our deeds flow out of an awe of God's love and mercy. If we don't begin there, we're hopeless. 

We'll end up either judgmental hypocrites like the fasting Israelites or we'll be afraid of a God we 

don't understand.  
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The whole point of Spiritual Practices like fasting, reading scripture and prayer are to keep us 

connected to God. They help us to remain in awe of God, to maintain perspective on God's love 

for us and overwhelming goodness.  

 

When we make a point of receiving God's infinite love, we cannot help but turn outward to share 

that love with our neighbors.  

 

[Jina's story] 

 

[Action flow from awe of God] Friends, this is what a holy life looks like. Not motivated by fear or 

manipulation. But care born out of love that flows from the very God of the universe to those we 

meet who are in need. It's a love that spoke the universe into being, a love that called slaves 

"my people". It's a love that preserved Israel in the wilderness, that never abandoned her even 

in her most faithless times. It's the love that became one of us on that first Christmas, the love 

that healed the sick, spoke truth to power and fed the hungry. It's a love that prays for us when 

we don't know how to pray for ourselves. It's the love that died for us that we might learn to love 

as well.  

 

It's the love that binds us together as a church, the love that compels us to love each other and 

to seek out who we can serve.  

 

This love cannot be manipulated or bought. It cannot be earned. It certainly should not be 

feared.  

 

This love can only be received. 

 

Communion + Examen  

[Communion Slide] If Jesus is our clearest picture of who God is, then the communion table 

may be our clearest picture of how much God loves us. This table invites us to return to the 

table Jesus shared with his followers the night before he was killed. At this table, he broke bread 

as his body, broken for our us. He passed a cup of wine to us and called it his blood, poured out 

as a new covenant - a new relationship - between God and us.  

 

We come to the table to receive God's infinite, overwhelming love. We come to receive an 

impossible gift, and we turn from the table to go back into the world to share that gift with our 

neighbors.  

 

You don't have to be a member of Catalyst to come to the table today. If you are willing to come 

with hands open to receive, if you are willing to be overwhelmed by God's impossible, irresistible 

love for you and for the whole world, then you're welcome to come to the table.  

 

1. In the last week, how have I allowed myself to feel awe for God? 

2. In the last week, when have I tried to manipulate God, or been afraid of God? 

3. When in the next week will I be tempted to manipulate or fear God? 
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4. How can I receive God's love this week? How can I share that love with others? 

 

Lectio + Blessing 

Friends, we can only know God as we are connected to God - that's where Spiritual Practices 

come in for us. Spiritual practices create space in our lives for the Spirit to speak to us. This 

week, I want to challenge you to a fast. If you don't know how to fast, grab one of our Spiritual 

Practice Guides on the way out. Fasting is remembering that our whole life depends not on what 

we consume, but on God's love and goodness.  

 

This week, as you fast, during that time you would normally be eating, use that time to connect 

with God and share with your neighbor. Read Psalm 112 a few times. And give an act of 

kindness. Maybe write a thank you card, or make a long-overdue phone call. Clean up the 

house, do the dishes or take out the trash. Give your time to serve someone in need. Do 

something.  

 

But do it out of love for God. Do it because you're overwhelmed by the creator God who made 

you and knows you completely and calls you his child.  

 

Now go, Catalyst... 

 


