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[bookmark: _284ap4c0e9ax]Pastoral Prayer
Lord, You know us better than we know ourselves. Before a thought forms or a word escapes our lips, You are already there. You hem us in behind and before, and Your hand rests upon us. Such knowledge overwhelms us, yet it comforts us—because it means we are never lost, never hidden, never forgotten. We adore You as the all-knowing, ever-present, deeply personal God who loves His people.
In light of such holiness and such intimate knowledge, we confess our sin. You see the pride we try to hide, the bitterness we nurse, the self-reliance we cling to, and the failures we hope others never notice. We admit that we have fallen short, again and again. Yet we rejoice that You are gracious to forgive and eager to heal. Wash us, cleanse us, and renew us for Your glory.
We thank You that in Christ we need not be consumed with worry. You care for the birds of the air and clothe the lilies of the field—and how much more do You care for Your children. You have promised that when we seek Your kingdom first, You will provide what we truly need. We thank You for daily bread, for family and church, for salvation and hope, and for joy that no one can take away.
We lift our petitions before You. Shape us into people who walk in wisdom before the watching world. Bless our families with faithfulness and love. Strengthen this church to proclaim Christ boldly, to nurture believers toward maturity, and to serve our community with compassion. Be with our work, our studies, our daily decisions, and relationships. Protect and guide those who take refuge in You. We intercede for missionaries here and around the globe, that Your gospel would spread to every nation and every neighbor, until the whole earth is filled with the knowledge of the Lord.
And Father, remind us that true wisdom is to fear You, true joy is to trust You, and true life is to walk humbly with You. We bow before You, knowing that one day every knee will bend and every tongue will confess that You are Lord. Until that day, may we live with hope, serve with love, and trust in Your unfailing care.
Through Jesus Christ our Savior we pray. Amen.
[bookmark: _g39rzqywk6n4]Introduction
We’ve essentially been expositing Proverbs 29:25 – The fear of man is a snare, but those who trust in the Lord are protected. 

In the first message, we learned what fear of man is and why we have it, and how it impacts our lives. (SLIDE)

· The fear of man is when other people’s approval, opinions, or threats matter more to us than God, which traps us in insecurity, rejection, and anxiety. We live enslaved to their control.

In week 2’s message, we learned the remedy: the fear of God. We talked about what the fear of God is, and how to cultivate it in our lives. (SLIDE)

· The fear of God is living in awe-filled trust of His holiness, love, and authority, making Him bigger than people in our hearts. It grows as we worship, obey, and remember the gospel, which frees us to need people less and love people more.

Finally, last week, we honed in Psalm 27 as a means of helping us see how the fear of God leads us to need other people less. And today, to end the series, I want to show you from lots of texts in the Bible how cultivating the fear of God in your life leads you to love people more. 
[bookmark: _c1sbnjqlarg0]Body
[bookmark: _sig4t0rsszsc]Identity Shift
So, how does fearing God … revering God … worshipping God … cultivating that in our hearts … how does that lead us to love people more? 

The first thing fearing God does in our relationships with other people is that it corrects our view of people. That is, it properly defines their identity for us. We see people as they truly are in God’s eyes.  

It’s a little like when you see your teacher outside of a school setting or an athlete in street clothes. It’s almost like you’re seeing a new person. That’s the way the fear of God changes the way we see people. 

Without the fear of God, our vision of people is distorted. We make too much of them, or we make too little of them. (SLIDES)
· Sometimes we see people as objects — tools to get us what we want. We’re not interested in them as people, but in what they can give us. (i.e., David and Bathsheba).
· Sometimes we see people as gods — their approval, their smile, their attention, their “like” on our post determines whether we feel clean or dirty, worthy or worthless.
· Sometimes we see people as threats — someone who could explode at any moment with rejection, criticism, or betrayal. We walk on eggshells, afraid they’ll fall apart on us.
· Sometimes we see people as dictators — their opinion is law, their words define our value, and we live enslaved to their expectations.
In short, without the fear of God, people become idols we worship or threats we dread.
But when the fear of God grows in our hearts, people get put back in their proper place. The Bible redefines them for us: (SLIDES)
· Image-bearers — every single person you lock eyes with carries the stamp of God (Gen. 1:27). That means they are not tools or threats — they are people with dignity.
· Neighbors — the person in front of me is not an obstacle to my agenda, but an opportunity to show mercy (Luke 10:25–37).
· Enemies to bless — even those who wound me are not ultimate enemies; they are people God calls me to serve with unexpected kindness (Matt. 5:44; Rom. 12:20).
· Family in Christ — for those who trust Jesus, they’re not just neighbors or friends; they are brothers and sisters in the truest sense, part of God’s eternal household (Gal. 6:10).
Fearing God positions us to see people as they actually are, not who we need them to be for us to feel better. 
But let’s make this practical. Let’s look at each of those groups (neighbors, enemies, and the church) and see how the fear of God frees us to love them more. 
[bookmark: _3p9isaf42hec]Free to Love our Neighbors
You may have noticed in the passage that Brian read that the command to love our neighbors comes after the command to love God with all of our hearts. That’s because we cannot properly love our neighbors unless we love God with all of our hearts. Without the fear of God, we don’t love our neighbors very well. Why? (SLIDES)
· Sometimes we’re too timid. Fear of man whispers, “What if they reject you? What if you say the wrong thing? What if they think you’re weird?” So we stay quiet.
· Sometimes we’re too self-absorbed. People become invisible to us because we’re wrapped up in our schedules, our phones, our priorities.
· Sometimes we’re too selective. We love the neighbor who looks like us, talks like us, votes like us, but not the one who stretches us.
But when the fear of God takes hold, everything shifts: (SLIDES)
1. I see my neighbor through God’s eyes.
· They’re not interruptions; they’re image-bearers.
· They’re not projects; they’re people God dearly loves.
2. I’m freed from needing their approval.
· Fear of rejection often keeps us from speaking the gospel or showing hospitality.
· But if I fear God more than people, I don’t need their approval to step into their lives.
3. I’m compelled by God’s welcome.
· Deuteronomy 10 says God loves the foreigner, giving them food and clothing.
· 1 Kings 8 shows Solomon praying that God would hear the cries of outsiders so they too might fear Him.
· When I fear God, I remember: I was once the outsider — the alien to His promises — but He welcomed me in Christ.
Application: Loving neighbors means surprising them with mercy. It’s mowing the yard for the single mom down the street. It’s taking a meal to the neighbor who just got home from surgery. It’s being quick to introduce yourself to the new student, the new coworker, the person who looks out of place. And yes — it’s opening your mouth to share the hope of Jesus, even when rejection feels possible. (SLIDE)
Fear of man says, “Protect yourself from awkwardness. Stay safe. Stay quiet.”
Fear of God says, “Love them like I loved you — boldly, sacrificially, graciously.”
When God is big, I don’t need my neighbor’s approval to feel okay. I can risk rejection because Christ has already accepted me. That frees me to love my neighbor in a way that points them beyond me to Him.
[bookmark: _6jsnkixoop2v]Free to Love our Enemies
There are lots of different ways to have an enemy, and lots of different depths. Sometimes the people who wound us most aren’t strangers on the street but friends, coworkers, even family members. Psalm 55 says, “It is not an enemy who taunts me — then I could bear it; it is you, my companion, my close friend.” That’s the sting of betrayal.
Now, when people hurt us, the fear of man shows up in two predictable ways:
· Retaliation — “I’ll get even. I’ll make sure they know how much they hurt me.”
· Withdrawal — “I’ll never let anyone close again. I’ll build walls so nobody can wound me.”
But both are rooted in fear — we’re trying to protect ourselves because, in our minds, that person is still bigger than God.
The fear of God flips that script. 
1. God is bigger than our enemies.
· Haman plotted Mordecai’s destruction, but ended up hanging on his own gallows. Enemies don’t get the last word; God does.
· When I fear God, I don’t have to obsess over my enemy’s power because I know the Almighty reigns.
2. God promises justice.
· Proverbs reminds us: the wicked will not last, their lamp will be put out (Prov. 24:19–20).
· When I fear God, I can trust His timing — vengeance is His, not mine.
3. God loved us when we were His enemies.
· Romans 5:10 says, “While we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of His Son.”
· If God didn’t destroy me when I was His enemy, but instead made me His child — how can I withhold love from my enemies?
So what does that look like?
· Romans 12 says, “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he’s thirsty, give him a drink.”
· That doesn’t mean we excuse sin, or stay in abusive situations. It means we respond with surprising mercy that points to Jesus.
· The goal is not revenge; it’s repentance. “Heaping burning coals” is about melting a hard heart with undeserved kindness.
When we fear God, our enemy no longer controls us. Their betrayal doesn’t define us. Their words don’t imprison us. Their power doesn’t paralyze us.
· Instead of being enslaved by them, we are freed to love them.
· Even if they never change, we change — we become more like Jesus, who prayed from the cross, “Father, forgive them.”
The fear of man says: “Clench your fists in anger or cross your arms in withdrawal—protect yourself, and you’ll only feel okay when your enemy falls.”
The fear of God says: “Open your hands in service—love your enemy as one made in God’s image, because the God who first loved you is enough.”
[bookmark: _jqe8p5utiv4]Free to Love the Church
Paul writes in Galatians 6:10: “As we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith.” In other words, we love everyone — but there’s a unique priority on loving our brothers and sisters in Christ.
The fear of man doesn’t stop at the church doors. It sneaks right into the pews.
· It shows up in comparison — “I wish I had her gifts … I wish people noticed me the way they notice him.”
· It shows up in division — “I’m with this leader, not that one … I like this group, not them.”
· It shows up in isolation — “I don’t want to open up, because what if people see the real me and reject me?”
Fear of man fractures the community. It makes us consumers, not family.
But the fear of God restores what the gospel intends — a people united in Christ.
1. We see each other as family.
· You are not just “church members.” You are brothers and sisters adopted into the same household. That changes how we speak to each other, forgive each other, sacrifice for each other.
· Jesus prayed in John 17 that we would be one as He and the Father are one — so that the world would know the love of God.
2. We fight for unity, not division.
· Ephesians 4:3: “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”
· Satan loves to divide, but fearing God makes us alert to his schemes and committed to reconciliation.
3. We build each other up.
· God has given gifts to His people so that we would strengthen each other (Eph. 4:11–16).
· The fear of God makes pastors less concerned with their platform and more concerned with their congregation’s growth.
Application: Loving the church family means:
· Refusing to gossip or nurse bitterness.
· Choosing forgiveness over grudge-holding.
· Sharing what you have when others are in need.
· Praying with and for one another.
· Showing up — in worship, in groups, in service — not just for what you get, but for what you give.
And yes — it also means entering into joy and sorrow together. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12:26, “If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together.” Family means we don’t stand at a distance; we step in close. (SLIDE)
Fear of man says, “Look out first and only for your best interests.”
Fear of God says, “Move toward one another in sacrificial love.”
[bookmark: _4qjlot66twzp]Conclusion/Application
So where does all this leave us?
· Without the fear of God, people are either too big or too small. They become idols we chase, threats we dread, or tools we use. And that’s the approval trap — we need people in order to feel okay.
· With the fear of God, people are right-sized. They’re not gods, they’re not dictators, they’re not objects, they’re not threats — they’re image-bearers, neighbors, even enemies and family. And instead of needing them to fill us, we are free to love them as God has loved us.
Think about how this points us to Jesus!
· You don’t have to be timid with neighbors, because God has already welcomed you when you were an outsider.
· You don’t have to be controlled by enemies, because God is bigger and He’s already loved you when you were His enemy.
· You don’t have to isolate from the church, because God has placed you in His family, His household of faith.
Here’s the irony of the gospel: fearing God makes you less needy of people, but more loving toward people. You need them less, but you love them more, because Jesus Christ — the One we are called to fear and trust — has already gone before us.(SLIDE)
· He was exposed so you could be covered.
· He was rejected so you could be embraced.
· He was harmed so you could be protected.
· He was forsaken so you could be made family.
So the question is this: will you keep living in the approval trap, constantly needing people to tell you who you are? Or will you let the fear of the Lord redefine you — and free you to love the people around you? (SLIDE)
The approval trap says, “I need you to love me so I can be okay.”

Jesus says, “I already love you — you’re already Mine. Now go and love others in My name.”
[bookmark: _bhtrhpx4xpu2]Closing Prayer
Father, thank You that in Christ we are freed from the trap of needing people’s approval. You know us, love us, and call us Your own. Help us see our neighbors as image-bearers to serve, our enemies as opportunities for mercy, and our church as family to cherish. Root us in holy fear of You, so that we need people less but love them more. Send us out filled with Christ’s love, ready to reflect Him this week. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

