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Dangerous Substitutes 
for a reverential fear of the Lord 

” Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now 
much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling.” 

Philippians 2:12 
While the only appropriate way to approach God is through a genuine 
reverential fear of the Lord, unfortunately there are four substitutes 

which often take the place of true godly fear. 

The first substitute for the fear of the Lord is natural fear, then demonic fear 
or the fear of death.  Then there is religious fear, which seeks to make 

worship ritual and legalistic rather than genuine.  Finally, there is the fear of 
people’s approval and rejection. 

These four fake fears can easily disguise a genuine reverential fear of the Lord.  

 

Intro | Have you seen that advertisement on television for an 
amazing contraption that lets you stand still upon it, while it 
vibrates your whole body.  Apparently, muscle tone is improved 
and weight loss results! 

Just think … no exercise required, no sweating it out in the pool 
or the gym, no watching what you eat … you just need to stand 
still upon the machine, and it will tremble away your excess fat!  
What a handy substitute for hard work! 

We’ve got many substitutes in our world, don’t we?  If we can’t 
drink cow’s milk, we have almond milk, or rice milk or oat milk ... 
which when you think of them none really qualify to be called 
‘milk’ at all.  While almond milk may be a harmless substitute for 
the real thing, others are not so safe. 

Margarine is a poor substitute for butter and Coca-Cola is a poor substitute for water.  Substitutes 
are never the same as the real thing, some can be downright dangerous.  In the same way God’s 
enemy, the devil, twists and distorts anything that God has created for our good and holiness, 
turning it into something that’s very harmful. 
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Last week we began our series on learning to walk in a reverential fear of the Lord.  We spoke of its 
importance because our Lord and God is the only One worthy of such reverential awe.  God 
considers a heart that reverences him as a very valuable treasure (Isaiah 33:6). So, it did not take 
long for the devil to generate some very deceptive counterfeits for the fear of the Lord, which unless 
identified and confronted, will corrode and undermine our faith. 

So today I’d like us to look at Philippians 2 verse 12, which says, “… my dear friends, as you have 
always obeyed— … —continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling.” 

How many of you would use the word ‘trembling’ to describe your walk with the Lord?  Not many of 
us!  But, today’s message, may have the same effect as if we were to step on that vibrating machine 
I spoke of earlier.  You’ll either be trembling with annoyance at me!  Or you’ll be trembling in 
repentance at how far we’ve fallen from worshipping God with reverential awe. 

Vance Havner, a Revival minister from the 1930s once said, “the task of the preacher is to comfort 
the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”  So, if you’re a little too comfortable in your pew today, 
today’s messages may cause you to tremble.  We need to talk about the dangerous substitutes which 
seek to replace the fear of the Lord. Each substitute will corrode our faith, just like Coca-Cola 
corrodes our insides, when we substitute it for water.  Each of these substitutes are obstacles that 
keep us from having a true genuine, reverential fear of God. 

Point 1 | The reverential fear of the Lord is not the same as natural fear, nor are we to 
be afraid of God. 

The Scriptures identifies four different kinds of fear, warning us about the danger of falling into 
them. 

The first is natural fear. We describe this as ‘to be afraid’ of something or someone.  We’ve all 
experienced this fear – our adrenaline kicks into gear, our heart beats fast, and the hairs on our skin 
stand upright – a fright makes us ready to jump and run! 

In the Bible, thankfully, most modern translations have translated this natural fear as ‘being afraid’.  
For example, when Jesus appeared to the disciples in the middle of the storm, our NIV reads, “Take 
courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid” (Matthew 14:27).  The actual word in Greek is ‘phobeisthe’ from 
which we get the word ‘phobia’, which means ‘to be frightened’. 

But this natural kind of fear is not what we’re talking about when we speak of the fear of the Lord. 

Point 2 | The reverential fear of the Lord is not the same as the fear caused by the devil, 
which brings bondage to a fear of death. 

Another type of fear which the Scriptures describes, is fear that comes from the devil. 

We could call this ‘demonic fear’ and is usually expressed as a fear of death.  In Hebrews we read, 
“Since God’s children are human – made of flesh and blood, the Son also shared in their humanity so 
that by his death he might break the power of him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—
and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” (Hebrews 2:14-15)  A 
person who is fearful of many things is bound by a demonic spirit of fear.  Because fear brings 
torment, this is a dreadful state to be in.  What is needed is God’s perfect love, which will drive fear 
out (1 John 4:8). 

So, no! Fear caused by the devil is not the fear of the Lord. 

Point 3 | The reverential fear of the Lord is not ‘religious’ fear, caused by following man-
made rules. 

But there is another kind of fear that is extremely sinister and dangerously deceptive.  Although the 
Scriptures call this type of fear many different names, it is easily identified as ‘religious fear’. 

Through the prophet Isaiah, God said one of the big problems of the Jewish people was,  

“These people come near to me with their mouth and honour me with their lips, 
    but their hearts are far from me. 
Their worship of me is based on merely human rules they have been taught.” (Isaiah 29:13) 
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The word ‘worship’ here is actually ‘fear’.  So it says, “their fear toward Me is taught by the 
commandment of men.’” (New King James Version)  Religious fear is based on humans and the 
structures they build.  What happens is that people think they are walking in reverence towards God, 
because they don’t do certain things, or because they behave in certain religious ways, but their 
hearts are miles away, consumed with the same kinds of thoughts and concerns as the world. 

It is this kind of fear that Jesus saw in the pharisees and religious leaders of his day.  He confronted 
them on this when they accused him of failing to make his disciples follow the Jewish traditions. He 
called them ‘hypocrites’ and quoted Isaiah’s earlier words. 

I’ll read it from the New Living Translation,  “For you ignore God’s specific orders and substitute your 
own traditions. You are simply rejecting God’s laws and trample them under your feet for the sake of 
tradition.” (Mark 7:8-9) 

The only traditions which are helpful and beneficial for our spiritual growth are those based on God’s 
word and inspired and shaped by God’s Spirit.  When human-created traditions take the place of 
God’s Word and Spirit we become captive to religious fear. 

So, the first mark of religious fear is it is taught by people, not by God.  Also, religious fear is 
superficial and ‘hypocritical’.  It makes a person say one thing but then, turn around and do the 
exact opposite.  While this superficiality may affect outer conduct, does nothing to our heart. So, 
there’s no transformation nor any change taking place in the inner person. Take a note of this 
because we’ll see this come up again soon.  Finally, religious fear blocks off or erodes the kind of 
grace which the Spirit of God imparts into our heart. Although outwardly there is a form of godliness, 
yet the heart breeds judgemental thoughts towards others. 

The last kind of fear is an extension of religious fear. It is the fear of people. 

Proverbs 29 says, “The fear of man brings a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord shall be safe.” 
(v25)  It is remarkable the number of times the Gospel records that the pharisees ‘feared the 
people’. (Mark 11:18, 32, Matthew 21:45, John 12:42)  The fear of people makes people’s approval 
or acceptance more important than God’s approval and acceptance. 

We become more concerned about what people think, and protecting our reputation, than what God 
thinks of us. 

It also holds us back from obeying God; it snares us. We may want to talk about our faith to people, 
but ‘fear’ holds us back. 

Finally, a fear of people snares us, making us very easy to offend.  Jesus pinpointed this in the 
pharisees (Matthew 15:12).  So, people who have religious fear are easily offended. 

Application | Have you fallen into any of these substitutes? 

So, let us take Paul’s warning to Timothy seriously. 

Paul prophesied that “There will be terrible times in the last days. People will be lovers of 
themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, 
unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, 
treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God.”  

… sounds very much like our world, doesn’t it? 

But then comes a warning against that religious fear we just learnt about, “having a form of 
godliness but denying its power….” (2 Timothy 3:2-5) 

We want to be people who are being transformed by the power of the Spirit to become more like 
Jesus, with a reverential fear of our Heavenly Father, because we know that only He is worthy of our 
worship. 

So, let us work out our salvation as the psalmist urges, “serving the LORD with fear and celebrating 
his rule with trembling.” (Psalm 2:11 and Philippians 2:14) 
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For those who want to delve further into how religious fear is expressed: 
1. You judge other people by their appearance 

God judges us by our heart but man judges by outward appearance (1 Samuel 16:7). I have heard of many 
churches where young people have not felt welcome or have even been condemned by church leadership 
because they had a tattoo, a nose ring, or dressed a certain way. (In legalistic churches men had to wear a 
suit and tie to attend church, and ladies were not allowed to wear makeup, pants or cut their hair.) Although I 
believe mature believers should dress modestly, we especially need to allow visitors to come as they are and 
all believers should dress as they feel comfortable (with moderation). Legalistic churches that forbid folks to 
attend services because of their attire have exhibited one of the signs of having a religious spirit. 

2. You try to earn God’s love and salvation 

Since religion in this article refers to a man-made effort to please God, the motivation behind those in this 
category has to do with following certain rules and regulations regarding the outward man, in order to be in 
right standing with God. This is a clear violation of passages that teach us that we are saved by grace and not 
by our own works (Ephesians 2:8-9). 

3. You try to conform to outward holiness without inward transformation 

The Scriptures teach us that God is more concerned with cleansing the inward man (Psalm 51:6) than our 
outward conformity to rules and regulations. Those that only have a form of godliness without inward 
transformation deny His power (2 Timothy 3: 5). Jesus strongly rebuked those who merely attempted to 
cleanse the outer man without allowing God to deal with the heart (Read Matthew 23). Very religious people 
usually have sinful habit patterns that eventually manifest because they don’t allow God to change their inner 
being. The more we attempt to follow God merely by the letter of the law, the more it will incite our sinful 
tendencies (Romans 7:7-25). 

4. You are always critical of other people’s walk with God 

The more religious a person is, the more critical they are of other believers and ministers. Since they are so 
hard on themselves (religious people generally don’t understand grace and walk in self-condemnation), they 
are also equally hard on other people. 

5. Your closest Christian relationships are based only on ministry activities 

Religious people are not only superficial with God but with others as well. Since they attempt to connect with 
the “other” merely by activities, they are disengaged emotionally and do not know how to connect heart to 
heart with those they interface with. Church related ministry and/or functions usually hold their friendships 
together. 

6. You perform Christian duties but have no passion or hunger for God 

Religious people sustain their version of Christianity by performing ministry and/or church attendance. They 
do not have a deep relationship with God nor do they hunger and thirst for Him. 

7. You desire position and honour in the church more than honour from God 

Those with a religious spirit hinge their life and identity upon their outward man. Hence, they are drawn to 
having recognition and titles in the church world. If they cannot legitimately get a ministerial title from their 
local church, they will hook up with an online course or other entity that will give them some kind of badge or 
card signifying they are a minister or chaplain. 

8. Your identity is rooted in a lifestyle of Christianity instead of in Christ 

Mature Christ followers receive their main identity in the fact they are “children” of God, whereas religious 
people receive their main identity in the things they attempt to do for God and their church. 

9. You know about the truth of Jesus but not the way of Jesus 

Religious people make a big deal about the doctrines they accumulate through head knowledge. They make 
the mistake of thinking that having good doctrine means they are mature believers. Just because we may 
know about God, doesn’t mean we commune with God and know Him experientially. 

10. You project righteousness but inwardly are filled with anger and resentment 

Religious people know the entire Christian lingo, know how to act and project themselves in certain settings 
and use this “act” to gain influence in church circles. However, projecting ourselves to create a Christian 
persona will not last long. Those who depend upon this superficial personality projection are merely being 
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religious and will not have the sustainability to deal with the hurt, pain and disappointments of life. This 
results in a duality in which they appear righteous but inside are filled with anger, resentment and envy. 

In closing, all of us fall prey to these characteristics, the good news is, God is calling us to go deeper in Him 
and experience His infinite love and peace. The only way to experience His life to the fullest is to let Him 
increase so that we can automatically decrease (John 3:30). When we try to reverse this, then we will merely 
be religious and God will allow us to fail. 

 

:
 
 
When: Sunday, 26th March to Sunday, 2nd April 
Time:  3pm 
Where:  Southlakes Anglican Worship Space 
What to bring:   
Week 1 of the “Walking in the Fear and Reverence of the Lord 
devotional” 
 


