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Our Need to Fear the Lord               Pastor Tom 
~ 1 Samuel 21:10-22:1; Psalm 34            November 22, 2020 
 
 How do you relate to God?  How do you respond to Him?  Over 

the years, we have talked to our kids about relating to God.  I remember 

one of them saying at some point, “it’s hard to talk with God because 

He doesn’t answer.”  They meant that He doesn’t answer out loud when 

they pray.  Isn’t this one of the challenges of the Christian life? We have 

to talk with someone who we can’t see and doesn’t talk out loud.   

 So we need to learn how to relate to such a God.  Scripture is 

full of teaching on how to respond to God.  It instructs us to trust Him, 

obey Him, magnify His name, worship him, love him, imitate him and 

follow him.  We can listen to God when we hear His Word read or 

spoken.  We need to learn to pay attention to the Spirit’s direction in our 

souls.   

 But there’s one way to relate to the Lord that’s hard.  Scripture 

repeats this instruction over and over again.  Yet we may avoid this 

response.  We don’t like it in our human relationships.  In fact we are 

told today that this kind of response is unhealthy.  Therefore, why would 

we respond to God this way?   

 What is this response?  It is to fear the Lord.  Who wants a 

relationship where one party fears the other?  Is God some tyrant who 

demands obedience or else?  It seems like the command to “fear the 

Lord” belongs in some ancient context.  It was used to scare people 

into obedience. Even the New Testament instructs us to find motivation 

from God’s love.  1 John 4:7 is one example.  “Beloved, let us love one 

another, for love is from God and whoever loves has been born of God 

and knows God.”  Or 2 Timothy 1:6-7 – “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, for God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love 

and self-control.”   

 So how do we approach this?  The need to fear the Lord is either 

something from the past that needs to be left behind.  Or it is something 

deeper or different than being afraid of the Lord.  How do we fear the 

Lord in a healthy way?   

  This is the last message from the Addictions series until the New 

Year.  We have seen that people struggling with addictions, along with 

all of us struggling with sin, need someone to speak truth in love to us 

about reality.  Then we talked about asking that critical question for 

anyone struggling – “Do you want to be healed?”  Last week, Justin 

talked about the need to know the Lord. That’s our question today.  

Today, we’re talking about the need to fear the Lord.  We need 

a different understanding of fearing the Lord to realize its benefit.  To 
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help us see this, we will look at an account from David’s life.  It 

happened before he became Israel’s greatest king.    

We will see what happened and what he learned from it especially 

regarding the fear of the Lord.  Then we will look at how we might 

prepare our hearts to engage in a healthy fear of the Lord.  To do this, 

we need to look at two passages today.  We will start in 1st Samuel 21, 

then go to Psalm 34.     

 

1 Samuel 21:10-22:1 (ESV)  
10 And David rose and fled that day from Saul and went to Achish the 

king of Gath. 11 And the servants of Achish said to him, “Is not this David 

the king of the land? Did they not sing to one another of him in dances, 

 

‘Saul has struck down his thousands, 

    and David his ten thousands’?” 

 
12 And David took these words to heart and was much afraid of Achish 

the king of Gath. 13 So he changed his behavior before them and 

pretended to be insane in their hands and made marks on the doors of 

the gate and let his spittle run down his beard. 14 Then Achish said to 

his servants, “Behold, you see the man is mad. Why then have you 

brought him to me? 15 Do I lack madmen, that you have brought this 

fellow to behave as a madman in my presence? Shall this fellow come 

into my house?” 

22 David departed from there and escaped to the cave of Adullam.  

 

 
Psalm 34 
Of David, when he changed his behavior before Abimelech, so that he 
drove him out, and he went away.  (Abimelech is probably an alternate 
name for Achish, king of Gath in 1st Samuel 21).   

 
34 I will bless the Lord at all times; 
    his praise shall continually be in my mouth. 
2 My soul makes its boast in the Lord; 
    let the humble hear and be glad. 
3 Oh, magnify the Lord with me, 
    and let us exalt his name together! 
4 I sought the Lord, and he answered me 
    and delivered me from all my fears. 
5 Those who look to him are radiant, 
    and their faces shall never be ashamed. 
6 This poor man cried, and the Lord heard him 
    and saved him out of all his troubles. 
7 The angel of the Lord encamps 
    around those who fear him, and delivers them. 
8 Oh, taste and see that the Lord is good! 
    Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him! 
9 Oh, fear the Lord, you his saints, 
    for those who fear him have no lack! 
10 The young lions suffer want and hunger; 
    but those who seek the Lord lack no good thing. 
11 Come, O children, listen to me; 
    I will teach you the fear of the Lord. 
12 What man is there who desires life 
    and loves many days, that he may see good? 
13 Keep your tongue from evil 
    and your lips from speaking deceit. 
14 Turn away from evil and do good; 
    seek peace and pursue it. 
15 The eyes of the Lord are toward the righteous 
    and his ears toward their cry. 
16 The face of the Lord is against those who do evil, 
    to cut off the memory of them from the earth. 
17 When the righteous cry for help, the Lord hears 
    and delivers them out of all their troubles. 
18 The Lord is near to the brokenhearted 
    and saves the crushed in spirit. 
19 Many are the afflictions of the righteous, 
    but the Lord delivers him out of them all. 
20 He keeps all his bones; 
    not one of them is broken. 
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21 Affliction will slay the wicked, 
    and those who hate the righteous will be condemned. 
22 The Lord redeems the life of his servants; 
    none of those who take refuge in him will be condemned. 
 
 David fled from his great enemy, King Saul of Israel.  Things got 

so bad, that David had to go live among Israel’s national enemies – the 

Philistines.   They plan to go to war against Israel.  One of the Philistine 

leaders wants to use David in this battle against Saul.  But others 

remembered that David had fought and won many battles against them.  

So they question David’s loyalty.  David hears about this.   

 So he does something to ensure they reject him.  He pretends 

to be crazy.  He starts babbling nonsense, scratching the gate and 

drooling.  None of these inspired confidence in his military abilities. So 

the king wants him driven out.  David leaves and ends up in a cave 

according to chapter 22, verse 1.  He is isolated and alone.  He even 

had to beg for food earlier because of Saul’s pursuit.  

 Yet at some point in all of this, David cried out to the Lord for 

deliverance.  David saw his release from the battle and the escape to 

the cave as deliverance.  Some think he composed Psalm 34 while in 

the cave.  If you read it with no background, it seems like the writer 

enjoys a great deliverance and lives in great prosperity. But David’s 

circumstances seem not to fit with the joyous tone.   

 We see clues pointing to his difficulties throughout the Psalm.  

After calling the readers to join him in blessing the Lord, David reflects 

on recent events.  So in verse 4 he says, “I sought the Lord and he 

answered me and delivered me from all my fears.”  So David 

experienced multiple fears.  But this was not fear of the Lord.  It was 

terror about his situation.  He feared for his life and wondered if he 

would live.   

 Notice also verse 6.  “This poor man cried and the Lord heard 

him and saved him out of all his troubles.”  So David identifies himself 

as a poor person with lots of troubles.  This is not the Psalm of some 

comfortable ruler looking out over their estates.  It comes from someone 

who has barely escaped with the clothes on his back.  He now lives in 

a cave.  So this is a Psalm for poor people whether they are materially 

or spiritually poor.  This is a Psalm for people between a rock, like King 

Saul, and a hard place, like the Philistines.   

 Yet David is joyful?  Why?  The Lord saved David.  He proclaims 

a belief in verse 7 of the Lord’s ongoing protection.  “The angel of the 

Lord encamps around those who fear him, and delivers him.”  There’s 

that word fear again.  But does it sound like David is terrified by the 

Lord?  No, it sounds like fearing the Lord somehow leads to this 

protection all around.   
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 David’s delight in the Lord grows in verse 8.  “Taste and see 

that the Lord is good!  Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him!”  

Does that sound like someone who is terrified of the Lord?  Does it 

sound like David cowers in the corner hoping to avoid the Lord’s eyes 

so he won’t be beaten?  No.  The Lord is good.  We can taste and 

discover His goodness.  We can experience His refuge and protection.  

So we might thank that David would then encourage us to put our trust 

in this good Lord.   

 But look at what he writes in verse 9.  “Oh, fear the Lord, you 

his saints.  For those who fear him have no lack!”  Fear the Lord?  

Fearing the Lord leads to abundant provision somehow?  This is a very 

different picture than some tyrant who expects slavish obedience.  This 

sounds almost like a loving Father/child relationship.   

 Then David switches into a teaching mode in verse 11.  What 

does he talk about?  “Come, O children, listen to me; I will teach you – 

what? How to get out of trouble?  How to tap into the Lord’s protective 

resources? How to succeed in life?  No.  “I will teach you the fear of the 

Lord.”  He doesn’t say “I will teach you how to fear the Lord.”  He says, 

“I will teach you THE fear of the Lord.”  So what follows is what the fear 

of the Lord looks like. 

 Verse 12 – “What man is there who desires life and loves many 

days, that he may see good?”  Does anyone here love life?  Does 

anyone want to live a long life and see good?  A lot of us would probably 

say we’d like that.  Somehow this is connected to the fear of the Lord.   

 So what’s the magic formula or phrase we need to say?  Verse 

13 – “Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from speaking deceit.  

Turn away from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.”  What?  It 

looks like avoiding evil and speaking truthfully have something to do 

with fearing the Lord.  It seems like fearing the Lord involves not just 

attitude but action.   

 So in the first half of this Psalm we see the Lord delivered David 

from all his fears.  Then David says the angel of the Lord protects those 

who fear the Lord.   Fearing the Lord leads to no lack.  Fearing the Lord 

is worth learning.  Fearing the Lord involves action.  All of this occurs 

within the context of tasting and seeing that the Lord is good.  This is a 

very different picture than our understanding of fear as being afraid of 

the Lord.   

 What is the fear of the Lord?  It is an attitude of awe and 

deep respect towards the Lord.   It involves devotion, worship and 

response.  So it’s not just something that we feel when we go into a 
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chapel or awesome cathedral.  It must show up in our attitude and 

outlook.   

But it is not only an attitude or posture towards life.  It must affect 

the way we live our lives.  That’s what David points to when he teaches 

the fear of the Lord. People who turn away from evil and do good show 

their fear or awe of the Lord.  People who speak truthfully show 

reverence and respect to the Lord.  Fear of the Lord is not passive 

devotion but active obedience.  So fear of the Lord also involves 

actions that honor the Lord.   

 Author Ed Welch writes this.  “We were created to know and 

fear the Lord.  It should feel natural and right to us.  It should feel as 

pleasant to us as being deeply loved.  

 He also writes, “What it would be like to know God so well that 

you ran toward him.  Imagine him being so holy that you couldn’t resist 

trusting, loving and obeying him.  Imagine if you saw him as he truly is 

– your only hope, satisfaction and joy.  Imagine knowing God in such a 

way that the happiness you found in idols seems like nothing in 

comparison to God.” 1 

                                                           
1 Ibid. 167.  

 Yet we often don’t see God this way.  We don’t run to Him.  We 

run from Him because we are uncomfortable with His holiness or we 

don’t want Him to see what we’re doing – even though He sees 

everything.   

How can we prepare our hearts for a healthy fear of the Lord?  We 

need to ponder the holiness of God and cherish His forgiveness.  

But why do we need to ponder God’s holiness?  Why can’t we just focus 

on His love and the attributes that make us comfortable?  Welch makes 

some key insights.  He writes, “Without knowledge of God’s holiness, 

everything about God becomes ordinary.” He’s just a super human who 

does things a little better than everyone else. Holiness means separate.  

God is absolutely separate.  He is separate from sin.  He is separate 

from angels.  He is separate from creation.  He is separate from us.  

There is no one or nothing like Him.   

 The holiness of God puts our sin in its rightful place.  Welch 

writes, God’s holiness joined by His great forgiveness “leads us to 

realize that we have not committed just a few unfortunate acts of 

unkindness towards others and that’s the extent of our sin.  Instead, we 
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have been rebels who have gone out of our way to avoid submitting to 

God.  We have gone our own way against God, for our own desires.”  

 How would you react if someone did that to you?  Imagine 

someone rebelling against your authority or will.  They deliberately go 

out of their way to not do what you want.  They just care about satisfying 

their own desires and will happily disrespect you.  Would we easily 

forgive?  No.  It would take most of us a lot to forgive and get over such 

rebellion.  This reveals how God’s forgiveness is so unexplainable and 

unnatural because He is holy.  It is complete and demands nothing of 

us except that we become his children and carry on the family name.  

Pondering God’ holiness and forgiveness can provoke a reverential 

fear.   

 Do you feel that rising in you as you ponder His holiness and 

forgiveness?  Yet there is another obstacle or battle that needs to be 

fought.  Some of us struggle to believe or accept that we’ve been 

forgiven.  This is one of the key battlefronts of spiritual warfare.   

 Welch argues that accepting the forgiveness of God is 

foundational to spiritual growth.  He asks “Is it possible to grow in the 

                                                           
2 Welch, 169-172 

faith when we believe that we are not forgiven?”  How can we have a 

relationship with God if we think He’s constantly angry with us?   

 Why might we struggle to accept God’s forgiveness?2     

1 – The person never really professed faith in Christ.  They 

may know the facts but has never fully trusted Christ’s righteousness.  

There’s a difference between knowledge of forgiveness and personal 

trust in Christ.  So our knowledge of forgiveness must be grounded in 

personal trust of Christ.  

2 – We don’t see the seriousness of our sin. If we don’t see 

sin as serious we don’t celebrate forgiveness. So we don’t really see 

the need for forgiveness.   The person thinks he or she is a pretty good 

person who occasionally does bad things. As a good person, given 

enough time, he/she can pay God back for their sins.  Therefore, 

forgiveness doesn’t generate a passionate fear of the Lord.  If you are 

a good moral person but don’t trust Christ, you can convince yourself 

that you don’t need forgiveness. But if sin is truly a crime against God, 

only God can pardon through Christ’s blood.   

3 – We or the person just can’t believe that we could be so 

loved. Why might we struggle accepting God’s forgiveness. Maybe we 
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experienced a lack of love from someone close to us in life.  We have 

transferred their lack of love onto God.  Or we think we have sinned too 

much for God to love us.  If that’s your issue, read Hosea 1-3 as a 

dramatic illustration of the Gospel.  God reveals Himself as one 

profoundly moved by love for His people.  If you still can’t believe, then 

confess unbelief as sin.  It is like calling God a liar.   

4 – We believe we can stop sinning in our own power.  So 

say we are mad at ourselves for repeating the same sin over and over. 

But this is actually a veiled form of pride.  It assumes we are capable of 

doing good and stopping sin with our own power.  So we conclude we 

don’t really need forgiveness.  We can just stop on our own.  Instead, 

we need to praise God for Christ’s constant intercession on our behalf.   

5 - Perhaps we or the person we have established their own 

standards for righteousness.  Maybe we struggle with perfectionism.  

We may have passed God’s requirements but not our own.  Welch says 

this sounds religious but it actually says “I am above God.  Violation of 

MY standards is the worst possible crime.”  So we live under two judges 

– God and ourselves.  We get the not guilty verdict in God’s courtroom 

but we won’t forgive ourselves.  All sin is ultimately against God.  He 

alone is judge and His judgment is final.   

6 – We have to live with the consequences of our sin and 

conclude we’re not forgiven.  And, we conclude we are not forgiven.  

But there is a difference between forgiveness and consequences.  You 

can be forgiven yet still have to live with the consequences.  There are 

many stories of forgiveness that don’t erase consequences.  There is a 

family who lost someone to a drunk driver. The driver goes to prison. 

Someone in the family forgives them.  But that doesn’t bring their loved 

one back nor does it negate the prison sentence.  The joy of forgiveness 

before the divine judge can outweigh the pain of the social, vocational, 

or physical consequences of sin or addiction.  

7 - Perhaps we keep looking at ourselves.  We keep on 

looking at what we’ve done.  We keep on sighing and lamenting and 

regretting.  If we keep focused on ourselves and what we’ve done we 

will remain stuck.   So we need to look away from ourselves and look 

to God.  We need to look at what He says and does.  Then we can walk 

in forgiveness.    

8 – Perhaps we don’t really believe that God is satisfied by 

what Christ did on the cross.  Scripture however is clear. That’s what 

Romans 3 is all about.   

      9 - Perhaps we prefer guilt because it gives us justification 

to keep on sinning.    We don’t want to believe we are forgiven.  Why? 
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Guilt has more payoff than we might think.  If we say “I’m too bad to be 

forgiven,” it might be a veiled attempt to justify future addiction or 

rebellion.    If we say, “I haven’t been treated with grace, I don’t have to 

treat others with grace.” So we can remain angry at others. A veiled 

cover to go to our own sin, or to hold on to sin.  

All of these possibilities can actually reveal unbelief, pride or 

lust.   They reveal unbelief because they expose our tendency to 

believe what we feel rather than what God says.  They reveal pride 

because they expose our belief that we can do something that will help 

God deal with our sins.  Or they reveal lust because they are a veiled 

excuse to indulge in old, addictive appetites.   

Do you see how deep of a spiritual battle this can be?  Do you see how 

important it is for us to actually trust what God’s word reveals about Him 

and us?  To see a healthy fear of the Lord grow in our lives, we 

must ponder God’s holiness and cherish our forgiveness.   

When we ponder God’s holiness and cherish our forgiveness, 

we can live with a healthy fear of the Lord and receive all the benefits 

that come with that. 

 So I want to invite you to commit or recommit to live with a 

healthy fear of the Lord today.  The fear of the Lord leads to life and 

tasting the goodness of our God.  If you don’t know Christ, hear this 

good news.  The Holy God provided His own Son as a sacrifice so that 

you might enter into relationship with Him.  We are rebels who have 

gone out of our way to avoid submitting to God or respecting His 

holiness.  So we need to confess that.  We must turn away from the life 

of rebellion and turn towards a life of trust in Christ. Through our faith, 

God gives His gospel and new life in Him.  We suddenly become one 

of His children.   

 If you already know Christ, ponder His holiness and cherish 

your forgiveness.  Pray for a healthy fear of the Lord to grow within you.   

 
 
 


