Questions We Ask God #5

“How Are We Supposed to Do That?”

selected Scriptures
Multitasking is a challenge, especially if you are a man. But when the tasks to be done simultaneously seem to be mutually exclusive, multitasking becomes impossible. Our question we ask God this morning is, “You tell us to love, trust, and fear you. How is that compatible?” How are we supposed to do that?

Defining the Terms

Let’s begin by defining the terms. What does it mean to fear God, to trust God, and to love God?

“Fear of the Lord” is a significant biblical phrase. The expressions “fear of God,” “fear God,” “fear of the Lord,” and “fear the Lord” occur 84 times in the Old and New Testaments (in the esv). Other verses say, “fear him,” referring to God.
 The Book of Proverbs portrays the fear of the Lord as “the beginning of knowledge” in Proverbs 1:7, and as “the beginning of wisdom” in Proverbs 9:10.
 The book of Ecclesiastes says that to “fear God and keep his commandments” is “the whole duty of man” in Ecclesiastes 12:13.

“That’s nice,” you may be thinking, “but what does it mean?” Let me begin by what it does not mean. The fear of the Lord is not a cringing dread before the Lord. It is not a guilty thought, “Oh no, here comes God. I’m in for it now.”
 Nor is the fear of the Lord a phobia. Rather, it is, in one resource, “that holy response to God by which the godly are inclined more and more to submit to and to imitate God.”
 Another source explains the fear of the Lord as “reverence for God.”

I think this explanation is somewhat weak.
 Didn’t Jesus say in Luke 12:4-5, “I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more. But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him.” I don’t think you can replace the word “fear” with “respect” in this passage and it mean the same thing. No, I prefer to define the fear of the Lord as taking God seriously.
 When we meditate on Scripture, we learn to take God seriously and not to take ourselves too seriously.

Fear is often defined as an emotion. Sometimes it is. “Fear of the Lord,” though, is more than a feeling. It is a choice based on facts—the truth about God as found in His Word. 

“Trusting God” is to place confidence in the intentions and integrity of another person. Trust within a relationship implies both belief and behavior—perceiving another as trustworthy and placing oneself in a position of vulnerability with that person.
 For the Christian, trust is a childlike acceptance of the Father’s will, depending solely on His ability to provide for one’s needs.

This seems pretty simple, but trusting God is not simple in real life. Jerry Bridges describes his own experience:

For many years in my own pilgrimage toward trusting God—I am still far from the end of the journey—I was a prisoner of my feelings. I mistakenly thought I could not trust God unless I felt like trusting Him (which I almost never did in times of adversity). Now I am learning that trusting God is a matter of the will; it is not dependent on my feelings. I choose to trust God and my feelings eventually follow.

Trusting God is also a matter of knowledge. We must know that God is sovereign, wise, and loving. Having been exposed to the knowledge of the truth, we must then choose whether to believe it or to follow our feelings. We must say to God, “I will trust You, though I do not feel like doing so.”

Trusting God does not mean we do not experience fear or pain. It means we believe that God is at work through the occasion of our fear and pain for our ultimate good. It means we recall the Scriptures regarding His sovereignty, wisdom, and goodness and ask Him to use those truths to bring peace and comfort to our hearts. It means, above all, that we do not sin against God by allowing distrustful and hard thoughts about Him to sway our minds. It will often mean that we have to say, “God, I don’t understand, but I trust You.”

He concludes, “Trust is not a passive state of mind. It is a vigorous act of the soul by which we choose to lay hold of the promises of God and cling to them despite the fear that at times seeks to overwhelm us.”
 Like the fear of the Lord, trusting God is a choice.

“Loving God” is one of the most important concepts in the Bible. Deuteronomy 6:4-5 was the cornerstone of Israel’s law: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” In Matthew 22:37-39, Jesus quoted this passage when asked, “What is the greatest commandment in the law?” Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”
But what does it mean to love God? Does it mean to have great swells of emotion race up and down your spine like a finger ripping up and down the piano keyboard? Does it mean to live with goose bumps on the back of your neck? Does it mean to be filled at all times with warm thoughts of God?
 No, that is not the meaning of loving God any more than it is the meaning of loving anybody else. Love is not a feeling; love is a choice.

In defining the terms, fearing God, trusting God, and loving God all have this in common: while often considered to be emotions, they are all, in fact, choices—acts of the will.

Demonstrating the Traits

Let’s move on to demonstrating the traits. What does fearing God, trusting God, and loving God look like in practical terms? 

Fearing God, as we saw earlier, means taking God seriously. I like the way C. S. Lewis depicts the fear of the Lord in his book, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, when Mr. Beaver explains to the children about Aslan the lion, “Safe? Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.”
 God has many attributes, but “safe” is not one of them. He is Almighty God. He said in Isaiah 46:9-10, “Remember the former things, those of long ago; I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me. I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please.” That is the God we serve.

Fearing God means that when He tells us to do something, we do it. When He tells us not to do something, we don’t do it. When He spells out the consequences of disobeying Him, we take it seriously. The fear of the Lord is when we realize, “I am not the measure of all things. I am being measured.”
 Fearing God does not mean we live in constant dread or terror, but we do take Him seriously.

“But how am I supposed to trust and love and God that I fear?” you might ask. Remember what Mr. Beaver said of Aslan (who represented Christ in The Chronicles of Narnia): “‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.” We trust God because He is good, He is love, He is grace and mercy.  

Trusting God is a choice; more specifically, a series of choices, such as:

· Placing God first in your life. “I hate those who cling to worthless idols; as for me, I trust in the Lord” (Psalm 31:6).

· Choosing to believe in His Word. “Sovereign Lord, you are God! Your covenant is trustworthy, and you have promised these good things to your servant” (2 Samuel 7:28).

· Believing He loves you. “I trust in your unfailing love my heart rejoices in your salvation” (Psalm 13:5).

· Giving up your own way. “Let the morning bring me word of your unfailing love, for I have put my trust in you. Show me the way I should go, for to you I entrust my life” (Psalm 143:8).

· Placing your hope in Him. “In you, Lord my God, I put my trust. I trust in you; do not let me be put to shame, nor let my enemies triumph over me. No one who hopes in you will ever be put to shame, but shame will come on those who are treacherous without cause” (Psalm 25:1–3).

· Committing your plans to Him. “Commit your way to the Lord; trust in him and he will do this …” (Psalm 37:5).

· Not counting on your own abilities. “I put no trust in my bow, my sword does not bring me victory; but you give us victory over our enemies, you put our adversaries to shame. In God we make our boast all day long, and we will praise your name forever” (Psalm 44:6–8).

This is how we demonstrate our trust in God.

Loving God is also all about the choices we make. In a word, that choice is obedience. Jesus said in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.” Later in that same passage He said in verse 21, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me.” Then in verses 23-24 He said, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. He who does not love me will not obey my teaching. These words you hear are not my own; they belong to the Father who sent me.” F. F. Bruce concluded, “Love for God and obedience to God are so completely involved in each other that any one of them implies the other too.”

If we love God, we do as He asks us. Not with gritted teeth. Not with clenched fist. But with a trusting heart. Emotions may run up and down our spine, or they may not; it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we have obeyed Him. If we keep His commands, the Lord promises joy: “These things I have spoken to you, that My joy may remain in you, and that your joy may be full” (John 15:11).

We may fear that if we obey God fully, He will send us to deepest, darkest Africa. But the only people I know whom God has sent to deepest, darkest Africa are people who would rather be there than anywhere else in the world. We find our greatest fulfillment in the center of God’s will.

Do you want to love God? If so, then obey Him. That is the way we demonstrate our love for Him. We all love Him imperfectly, but we do better by understanding that love is obedience, rather than thinking that love is an emotion.
 Furthermore, let us not measure our spirituality by the degree of our obedience. God is not looking for perfection but rather for the direction of our lives. He is still a God of grace and mercy.

In the final analysis, fearing God, trusting God, and loving God are all motives for obeying God. We obey God because we fear Him—we take Him seriously. We obey God because we trust Him—we truly believe His way is best. We obey God because we love Him supremely and want to please Him. These three kept in balance will keep us from legalism, ulterior motives, or emotionalism. Rather than seeing them as mutually exclusive, we should see fear, trust, and love of God as being mutually effective.
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