
Understanding the Fearing of God and Living
Joyfully in Christ

Introduction

Many Christians long for a joyful,  deep relationship with Jesus, yet find themselves held back by  fear –
sometimes even a fear of God Himself. The phrase “fearing of God” appears throughout Scripture, but
what does it really mean, and how can it coexist with joy? Is it a healthy reverence that brings wisdom and
peace,  or a crippling anxiety that saps our joy? As a senior Christian theologian who also understands
psychology, neuroscience, and therapy, I want to reassure you: the right kind of fear of God is not only
compatible with joy,  it  can be a pathway to greater peace.  In  this  article,  we will  integrate biblical
wisdom with insights from psychology and brain science. We’ll distinguish between  healthy, reverential
fear and unhealthy  fear,  explore  how fear  affects  our  minds and bodies,  and outline  practical  steps  –
spiritual, psychological, and even medical – to overcome destructive fear. Ultimately,  “the fear of the Lord”
properly understood will  deepen your joy and free you from other fears, rather than amplify worry. As
Oswald Chambers famously observed, “The remarkable thing about fearing God is that when you fear God you
fear nothing else, whereas if you do not fear God you fear everything else.”[Preaching Today] In other words, a
true awe of God can displace all other anxieties with confidence in Him. Let’s unpack this concept and find
hope for joyful living.

The Biblical Meaning of “Fear of God”

“Fear of God” in the Bible is very different from a phobia or panic; it means reverence, awe, and
respect  for  God’s  majesty and holiness. The original  Hebrew and Greek terms for  “fear”  ( yirah  in
Hebrew) often convey a deep reverence or awe rather than sheer terror. To fear God is to recognize Him as
the Almighty –  utterly powerful, perfectly just, yet infinitely good and loving. This  reverential fear has
been called  “a  total  acknowledgment  of  all  that  God is” –  His  greatness,  justice,  and mercy –  born from
knowing Him and His attributes .  In practical  terms, fearing God means  humbly respecting His
authority and loving Him so deeply that you earnestly desire to please Him. It’s akin to the healthy
respect a child has for a dearly loved father – not wanting to disappoint him, but feeling secure in his
love.

The  Bible  consistently  portrays  this  holy  fear  as  positive  and  life-giving.  “The  fear  of  the  LORD  is  the
beginning of wisdom” (Proverbs 9:10, NIV) and  “leads to life”,  bringing  “security and protection from harm”
(Proverbs 19:23; 14:26–27) . Far from being a gloomy state, “blessed are those who fear the LORD” – in
fact,  “how joyful are those who fear the LORD and delight in obeying His commands” (Psalm 112:1, NIV). This
kind of fear is inseparable from love and trust. For believers in Christ, to fear God means to revere Him
because we know He is good. The Psalmist says, “With you there is forgiveness, so that we can, with reverence,
serve  you” (Psalm 130:4,  NIV).  Notice  that  God’s  forgiveness  actually  inspires reverence,  not  terror  –  a
forgiven person’s fear of God is woven with gratitude and love.
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Importantly,  the  Bible  distinguishes between this  healthy  fear  and  the  cowering  fear  associated  with
punishment. “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment” (1
John  4:18,  NIV).  Through  Christ,  God’s  perfect  love  assures  us  that  we  do  not  need  to  be  afraid  of
condemnation (Romans 8:1). Thus, while non-believers should fear God’s judgment (Hebrews 10:31 warns
it is “a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” apart from Christ), believers are invited into God’s
family as beloved children. The Apostle Paul reminds Christians:  “The Spirit you received does not make you
slaves, so that you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit you received brought about your adoption to sonship”
(Romans 8:15, NIV).  In Christ,  we  reverence God as our Holy Father,  but we are not slaves trembling
before a tyrant. As one Christian counseling resource puts it:  “While believers reverently fear God, we do not
have to be afraid of Him. However, nonbelievers live with the very real ‘fear’ of God and His judgment.”[ACCFS]

In summary, biblical fearing of God means to stand in awe of who He is – to worship His greatness, obey
His commands, and turn away from evil out of respect. It does not mean living in dread that God will harm
us capriciously.  True fear of  God is  always linked with  faith,  love,  and knowing God’s character.  The
prophet Isaiah foretold that the Messiah (Jesus) would “delight in the fear of the LORD” (Isaiah 11:3), showing
that  this  fear  is  something  delightful  and good.  When our  hearts  grasp both God’s  holiness  and His
goodness, fearing Him becomes a source of joyful devotion, not a source of trauma.

Healthy Fear vs. Unhealthy Fear: A Psychological Perspective

Understanding the difference between reverent fear and harmful fear is not only a biblical concern –  it’s
also crucial in psychology and mental health.  Human beings are wired to experience  fear as a basic
emotion. In fact, fear is part of our God-given biology designed to protect us from danger. When you sense
a threat – say, a car veering toward you – your brain’s amygdala (the fear center) instantly triggers the fight-
or-flight response. Adrenaline and cortisol flood your system, your heart races, muscles tense, and you’re
primed to either run or defend yourself . This acute stress response is useful in true emergencies.
God built  our nervous system with this alarm to keep us safe.  “Do not be afraid” is  the most repeated
command in Scripture, but it’s usually in the context of unnecessary or harmful fear – God knows we will
feel fear at times, and He provided our bodies with the tools to handle real threats.

Problems arise when fear is  triggered too easily, too often, or without real danger, leading to chronic
anxiety.  Psychologists  distinguish  healthy  fear (also called  situational  anxiety,  which is  proportional  to
actual  threats)  from  unhealthy  fear that  is  disproportionate or  persistent.  For  example,  feeling nervous
before a big presentation or during a storm is normal; it alerts you to be prepared and seek safety. But if
you live in constant dread of unlikely disasters, or you’re paralyzed by fear even when you’re actually safe,
that  fear  is  no  longer  protecting  you –  it’s  enslaving  you.  Chronic  anxiety  can  “overreact”  to  everyday
situations as if they were life-threatening, keeping the body’s stress response stuck in overdrive .
Over time, this takes a toll:  “repeated activation of the stress response… contributes to high blood pressure, and
causes brain changes that may contribute to anxiety, depression, and addiction,” according to Harvard Medical
School researchers . In other words, living in constant fear is harmful to both body and mind.

Now, consider how this applies to one’s  spiritual life and view of God. If someone’s concept of “fearing
God” is distorted into an unhealthy, constant dread – perhaps seeing God as an angry, punitive figure waiting
to smite them for every mistake – it can become a form of chronic stress or even trauma. This is not the
biblical fear of God, but rather a  toxic fear fueled by misunderstanding or past wounds. In psychological
terms, our “God image” (how we emotionally perceive God) can be shaped by our life experiences, especially
early  relationships .  For  instance,  if  someone  had  an  authoritarian  or  abusive  parent,  they  might
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subconsciously project those traits onto God, feeling excessively afraid of His judgment or disapproval at all
times. Religious trauma and certain teachings can also contribute, leaving a person anxious that they
are “never good enough” for God. In clinical psychology, there is even a term for an extreme form of this:
scrupulosity,  or religious OCD. Scrupulosity is  a condition where a person obsessively fears sinning or
incurring God’s wrath to the point that it spawns relentless rituals (e.g. praying repeatedly for forgiveness,
avoiding normal activities for fear of offending God). One counseling article describes the inner life of a
scrupulous person this way: “You feel like no matter how hard you strive, it will never be good enough… [that]
you’ll always have to suffer through the frowning countenance of a God who could’ve smiled upon you (if only
you’d tried harder). For the scrupulous individual, a God full of judgment is easy to picture… A loving God who
exhibits amazing grace is difficult to imagine despite all the Bible verses pointing to this truth.”[ACCFS – Mending
Your God Image] This heartbreaking perspective is not what God intends for His children. It is an example of
unhealthy fear harming someone’s mental and spiritual well-being.

From a  neuroscience standpoint, persistent religious fear can even be observed in the brain. Interesting
research has begun mapping how different aspects of religiosity correlate with brain structure and function.
In one brain imaging study, people who frequently experienced  fear of God (as an emotional trait) had
measurable  differences  in  certain  brain  regions  –  specifically,  they  showed  reduced  volume  in  the  left
precuneus  and  orbitofrontal  cortex (areas  involved  in  self-reflection  and  decision-making)  compared  to
others,  whereas people who focused on feeling God’s  love and engaging in religious practices showed
increases in a different brain area . This suggests that a heavy emphasis on fear in one’s faith might
literally shape neural pathways differently than an emphasis on love and relational aspects of faith. Another
recent 2024 study on fear learning found that devout believers had difficulty “unlearning” fear responses
even after a threat was gone: in a laboratory fear-conditioning experiment,  those who believed in God
showed  reduced  fear  extinction compared  to  non-believers,  meaning  their  physiological  fear  response
persisted longer despite safety cues . The researchers noted this wasn’t explained by general anxiety
levels – it seems something about strong religious belief (perhaps a heightened sensitivity to fear of doing
wrong or divine consequences) suppressed the brain’s normal process of letting go of fear[Frontiers in
Public Health]. These findings are preliminary but fascinating: they hint that religious fear can affect the
brain’s fear circuitry, potentially making someone more prone to sustained feelings of threat. 

So does this mean faith makes people fearful? Not at all! Instead, it underscores that the kind of fear and
belief we hold about God matters greatly. A secure, loving relationship with God – the kind centered on
trust  and  reverence  –  should  not  produce  chronic  terror.  In  fact,  numerous  studies  show that  positive
spirituality and healthy faith  benefit mental health, providing meaning, community support, and coping
skills that reduce anxiety and depression. But negative religious coping (like constantly fearing punishment
or interpreting every hardship as God’s wrath) correlates with worse mental health outcomes . God
wants us to have peace. Jesus said, “Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” ( John 14:27, NIV).
The true fear of God leads us toward that peace by orienting our hearts to Him, whereas a misplaced fear
drives us away from God and into anxious self-focus. The key is transforming unhealthy fear into a healthy
fear-through-love.

Drawing Near: How Reverent Fear and Love Coexist

It  might  seem counterintuitive,  but  proper  “fear  of  the  Lord”  actually  draws us  closer to  God and
produces confidence and joy, not insecurity. Think of the reaction of people in the Bible who encountered
even a glimpse of God’s glory – for example, Isaiah (Isaiah 6) or Peter when Jesus performed a miracle (Luke
5:8). Their first response was awe and even trembling (“I am a man of unclean lips!” Isaiah cried). But God’s
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immediate  reply  to  those  who  fear  Him  in  humility  is  always grace:  He  cleansed  Isaiah’s  lips  and
commissioned him, and Jesus told Peter, “Do not be afraid” and then called him to follow. God wants us to
come near. In Exodus 20:20, after God’s dramatic appearance at Mount Sinai, Moses told the Israelites, “Do
not be afraid. God has come to test you, so that the fear of God will be with you to keep you from sinning.” Notice
the  distinction:  don’t  be  afraid of  destruction,  but  keep  a  reverent  fear that  helps  you  avoid  sin.  God
manifested His power not to terrify them away, but to inspire their loyalty. 

A beautiful illustration of this dynamic is found in C.S. Lewis’s beloved story  The Lion, the Witch, and the
Wardrobe.  When the children in  Narnia  learn that  Aslan (Lewis’s  Christ-figure)  is  a  great  lion,  one asks
nervously if Aslan is “safe.” “Safe?” replies Mr. Beaver, “Who said anything about safe? ’Course he isn’t safe. But
he’s good. He’s the King.”[Desiring God] This famous line captures a truth: God is not “safe” in the sense of
being tame or weak – He’s the all-powerful King – but He is profoundly good. If we only think of God’s
fearsome power and holiness (“not safe”), we might cower. But when we also trust His goodness, we can
approach with confidence. The Israelites at Mount Sinai saw God’s might and drew back in terror, failing to
trust His heart, and thus they  avoided intimacy with Him.  Many of them kept a slavish fear and fell  into
unbelief. In contrast, those who trusted God’s goodness could fear Him and draw near. “The fear of the Lord is
not about keeping our distance from God, but about drawing near to Him,” writes one author . Through
Jesus, this is even more true for us today. Hebrews 12:28-29 urges Christians to “worship God acceptably with
reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire,” but the same letter also says “let us then approach God’s
throne of grace with confidence” (Hebrews 4:16). How can we be both reverent and confident? Because in
Christ, God’s fire is the fire of holy love that purifies us, not a fire that consumes us as enemies. 

In  practical  terms,  fearing God means  we take Him seriously –  we treat  God as  God,  not  casually  or
flippantly.  We acknowledge His authority over our lives and the reality of  His moral  law. This keeps us
humble and obedient. But simultaneously, trusting God’s goodness means we’re not anxiously looking over
our shoulder expecting God to hurt us. Instead, we have a secure relationship: “The LORD confides in those
who fear Him; He makes His covenant known to them” (Psalm 25:14, NIV). There is an intimacy in properly
fearing God. Psalm 2:11 captures the paradox well:  “Serve the LORD with fear and celebrate His rule with
trembling.” We tremble at His greatness, yet rejoice in His kindness. One theologian explained it like this: The
fear of God is a humble boldness – bowing before His majesty while trusting His mercy.

The more we truly know God – through Scripture, prayer, and experiencing His grace – the more this healthy
fear grows hand-in-hand with love. Love and fear (reverence) actually reinforce each other in a virtuous
cycle. When you love God, you fear displeasing Him; when you fear (respect) God, you value His approval
above all and thus love what He loves. This casts out the  other fears: fear of man’s opinion, fear of the
future, fear of judgment. As Oswald Chambers noted, “when you fear God, you fear nothing else.” Conversely,
“if  you do not fear God, you fear everything else” –  meaning that without anchoring our awe in God, we
become slaves to worldly anxieties . Many Christians can attest that as they grew in reverence for God,
they found themselves freed from lesser fears. For example, a person who once desperately feared people’s
disapproval can, by learning to put God first, say like the Psalmist, “In God I trust; I will not be afraid. What can
man do to me?” (Psalm 56:11). The fear of God liberates us from the fear of anything that is not God. 

In summary, healthy fear of God is a package deal with trust and love. It leads to drawing near, not hiding. If
you find that your “fear of God” is making you want to run  away from God, or leaving you joyless, then
something is off – either in your understanding of God’s character or perhaps due to underlying anxiety
that needs addressing. In the next section, we will look at how to overcome that kind of unhealthy fear,
through a combination of spiritual truth, psychological tools, and in some cases medical help. 
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When Fear Becomes a Problem: Anxiety Disorders and Faith

Before moving to solutions, let’s briefly acknowledge that sometimes fear can become a clinical issue. Anxiety
disorders  –  such  as  generalized  anxiety  disorder  (GAD),  panic  disorder,  post-traumatic  stress  disorder
(PTSD), obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), and phobias – are among the most common mental health
conditions worldwide . These are not merely “weak faith” or spiritual flaws; they are medical conditions
involving dysregulation of brain chemistry, genetics, and physiology (often aggravated by psychological and
spiritual stress, but not caused solely by one’s beliefs). For instance, a person might love God sincerely yet
suffer  from  an  anxiety  disorder  that  makes  them  feel  panicky  for  no  apparent  reason,  due  to
neurotransmitter imbalances or a history of trauma. In these cases, spiritual support is vital but may not
be sufficient on its own – and this is not a sign of failure. Just as a diabetic Christian might need insulin, a
Christian  with  a  severe  anxiety  disorder  might  benefit  from  therapy  or  medication  to  correct  what  is
essentially a health issue.

It’s important to clarify this because well-meaning believers sometimes say things like “anxiety is a sin” or “if
you truly trusted God, you wouldn’t be anxious.” Such simplistic views can harm someone who is already
struggling.  Yes,  the Bible  does  warn against  worry  and encourages us  to  trust  God (Matthew 6:25-34,
Philippians  4:6),  but  nowhere  does  it  condemn  a  person  for  feeling  anxious –  rather,  God
compassionately says “fear not” and offers help. We see biblical heroes who dealt with extreme fear and
despair:  David wrote  “When anxiety  was great  within me,  Your consolation brought me joy” (Psalm 94:19),
implying he experienced anxiety; the prophet Elijah had a bout of fear and depression so intense he asked
God  to  take  his  life  (1  Kings  19:3-4).  God  did  not  scold  Elijah,  but  provided  rest,  food,  and  a  gentle
encouragement. So feeling fear or anxiety is not in itself sin; it’s part of being human in a fallen world.
It can become spiritually problematic if we habitually give in to unbelief or stop seeking God, but the feeling
itself often has involuntary and physiological components.

Modern medicine and psychology are part of God’s provision to help us in these areas. There should be no
stigma for a Christian to seek professional help for anxiety or any mental health issue. As the Mental
Health  Grace  Alliance  (a  Christian  organization)  points  out,  “Christians  should  consider  mental  health
medications and therapy if  needed because it’s  not  only  scriptural,  it’s  wise.”[Mental  Health Grace Alliance]
Nowhere does the Bible forbid using medical means for healing; in fact, Scripture portrays physicians and
medicines positively in many cases (Luke was a physician, and remedies are mentioned in passages like
Isaiah 38:21  and 1  Timothy  5:23).  Taking an antidepressant  or  anti-anxiety  medication is  no more
ungodly than taking an antibiotic for an infection. It’s simply addressing the physical aspect of suffering.
One pastoral article notes, “Medicines, at their best, are gifts from God, tools to counteract some of the harmful
effects of the Fall… there is no biblical restraint against using them.”[Christianity.com] Used wisely, psychiatric
medications can correct imbalances that make anxiety overwhelming, thereby freeing a person to better
engage in spiritual and psychological healing. They are not a cure-all or a replacement for faith, but they
can be a  God-given tool.  As Dr.  Michael  Emlet (a Christian counselor and MD) writes,  “Medications can
certainly be one of those lawful means [of relieving suffering]. There is nothing inherently wrong with seeking relief
from present  suffering.”[Desiring God] Just  as we pray for  God’s  help  and make use of  the wisdom and
treatments He’s provided, we integrate faith and medicine without shame.

Therapy, too, is a gift. Techniques like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) are highly effective for anxiety
disorders – in fact, CBT is considered a  first-line, gold-standard treatment in mental health, with many
studies confirming that it significantly reduces anxiety symptoms in various disorders . CBT works by
helping individuals  identify  and challenge distorted thought  patterns and replace them with truth and

19

20

5

The information presented is for educational and inspirational purposes only, it is not intended as medical advice.

CRAIGCHAMBERLIN.US

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9834105/#:~:text=Anxiety%20disorders%20are%20highly%20disabling,10%5D.%20In%20the
https://mentalhealthgracealliance.org/christian-mental-health/2025/2/20/christian-stigma-with-medications-and-therapy-explained
https://www.christianity.com/wiki/christian-life/should-christians-take-medication-for-mental-illness.html
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/prozac-and-the-promises-of-god
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9834105/#:~:text=The%20most%20extensively%20researched%20and,studies%E2%80%99%20comparison%20conditions%2C%20such%20as


healthier thinking – which dovetails nicely with the biblical call to “renew our minds” (Romans 12:2) and
“take  every  thought  captive”  (2  Corinthians  10:5).  A  Christian  in  CBT  for  pathological  fear  might,  for
example, learn to replace the thought “God is punishing me whenever something goes wrong” with “In this
world I will have troubles, but Christ is with me and this situation is not necessarily punishment.” Over time,
this practice  re-trains the brain to respond more calmly to triggers. Even for religious OCD/scrupulosity,
specialized therapy (often Exposure and Response Prevention, a form of CBT) can help sufferers gradually face
their fears of divine punishment without performing compulsions, until the fear diminishes to a normal,
manageable level. All truth is God’s truth – so the skills one learns in evidence-based therapy to combat fear
(breathing techniques, thought reframing, exposure to fears, etc.)  align with biblical wisdom about self-
control, a sound mind, and trusting God over what our feelings say.

In short, when fear becomes debilitating, it is not a failure of your faith – it’s a signal that you may need
additional  help  and  healing.  Addressing  the  problem  holistically is  key:  spiritually  (prayer,  Scripture,
fellowship), mentally (therapy, renewing the mind), and physically (lifestyle changes, medicine if needed). In
the next section, we’ll outline practical, actionable steps in each of these areas to help transform fear into
faith-fueled peace.

An Integrated Approach to Overcoming Unhealthy Fear

Confronting and overcoming deep-seated fear is a journey that involves the whole person – spirit, mind,
and body.  Here  we present  a  comprehensive  approach,  blending biblical  principles  with  psychological
strategies and healthy lifestyle changes. These approaches reinforce each other. As you read, remember
that you are not alone in this journey. Many have walked this path and found freedom and joy on the other
side of fear. In fact, “God has given us everything we need for a godly life” (2 Peter 1:3) – including the tools of
spiritual discipline, wise counsel, and even modern science. Let’s explore these tools:

1. Spiritual Disciplines: Nurturing Trust in God’s Love

At the foundation, overcoming fear requires knowing God as He truly is. We counter lies about God with
truth from His Word. Immerse yourself in Scripture, especially passages that reveal God’s character – His
holiness  and His  compassion.  Make a habit  of  meditating on God’s  promises.  For  example,  write out
verses like Isaiah 41:10: “So do not fear, for I am with you… I will strengthen you and help you” and 1 John 4:18:
“perfect love drives out fear”, and reflect on them daily. When fearful thoughts about God’s disposition arise,
consciously  replace  them  with  biblical  truth:  “The  LORD  is  compassionate  and  gracious,  slow  to  anger,
abounding in love” (Psalm 103:8, NIV).  Prayer is another powerful discipline – not just petitionary prayer
(asking for things) but honest, relationship-building prayer. Tell God about your fears; King David did this all
the time in the Psalms (“When I am afraid, I put my trust in You,” Psalm 56:3). God already knows your heart,
but voicing your anxieties to Him can bring relief and invites His peace. Then practice listening in prayer: sit
quietly in God’s presence, perhaps with a simple phrase on your lips like “Lord, I trust You.” This kind of
contemplative prayer or Christian meditation can significantly calm the nervous system. Researchers have
found that repetitive prayer and meditation can elicit the relaxation response, lowering stress hormones
and  quieting  the  fight-or-flight  reflex .  In  fact,  Christian  practices  like  worship  and  praise are
wonderful  fear-busters  –  it’s  hard to continue panicking about  life  or  punishment when you’re  actively
proclaiming God’s goodness and greatness. Worship shifts our focus off ourselves and our fears and onto
God, aligning us with the reality of His sovereignty.
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Another spiritual discipline to cultivate is gratitude. Fear often zooms our attention in on what’s wrong or
what  might  go  wrong.  Deliberately  thanking  God  for  blessings  each  day  (big  or  small)  resets  that
perspective.  Studies  show  gratitude  exercises  can  reduce  anxiety  and  improve  overall  mental  health.
Similarly, memorize and recite the times God has been faithful in your life; this builds an inner library of
evidence that  God is for you, not against you. Finally, engage in fellowship – share your struggles with
trusted Christian friends or mentors who can pray with you and remind you of truth. The enemy loves to
isolate us with our fears. But the Bible says,  “Carry each other’s burdens” (Galatians 6:2). Sometimes just
hearing another believer say, “I’ve been there too, and God brought me through,” can rekindle hope. The
Church (including support groups or a wise pastor) can be an instrumental part of healing fear by providing
encouragement, accountability, and a tangible experience of God’s love through His people.

2. Renewing the Mind: Cognitive and Therapeutic Techniques

As Christians, we believe in the transforming of our minds (Romans 12:2). In practice, renewing your mind
overlaps a great deal with what therapists call cognitive restructuring. When fear of God or any anxiety
grips you, it is fueled by specific thought patterns – often distorted ones. For example, you might have an all-
or-nothing  thought  like,  “I  slipped  into  that  sin;  God  must  be  furious  and  will  abandon  me.”  Or  a
catastrophizing  thought:  “If  I  don’t  pray  perfectly,  something  bad  will  happen  as  punishment.”  These
thoughts trigger fear emotionally and physically. We combat them by examining and correcting them. You
can  ask:  “What  is  the  evidence  for  this  thought?  What  does  Scripture  actually  say?  Is  there  an  alternative
interpretation?” In the examples above, evidence from Scripture would be: God remains a loving Father even
when we fail (Luke 15’s Prodigal Son story; Hebrews 13:5 says He will never forsake us), and God does not
operate a tit-for-tat  scheme where imperfect prayer triggers calamity (He looks at  the heart  and grace
through Christ, Romans 8:26–28). By speaking these truths to yourself, you  challenge the power of the
fear-inducing lie. This is essentially a spiritual version of the CBT technique called thought challenging, and
it’s very effective over time. 

If you struggle to do this internally, it can help to journal your fearful thoughts and then write down a
response next to them from the perspective of biblical truth and logic. For instance: Fear thought – “I feel
like God is angry at me for missing church when I was sick. He’s going to punish me.” Response – “My feeling is
guilt, but the truth is God knows I was ill and He desires mercy, not sacrifice (Hosea 6:6). There is no verse saying
missing a Sunday due to illness incurs wrath. This fear is not rational or biblical.” By repeatedly doing this, you
teach your brain a new, healthier default.  Memorizing Scripture provides powerful “ammunition” for this
exercise; when Jesus was tempted by fear and lies in the wilderness, He answered with Scripture (“It is
written…”). We can do the same when tempted to fall into fear. Over time, truth will increasingly replace the
automatic lies. Counselors often encourage using affirmations or coping statements – short phrases you
can recite when anxious – such as “God is with me now, His perfect love drives out my fear.” This can interrupt
panic and refocus you on reality.

For those dealing with severe, irrational fears (like phobias or OCD-like fears), working with a professional
therapist on specific techniques like  exposure therapy or  Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
can be extremely helpful. Exposure therapy, for example, gradually and safely exposes you to the feared
thought or situation in small doses so that your brain learns it can handle it and the feared outcome doesn’t
occur. In a Christian context, an example might be a scrupulous person who is afraid “If I don’t pray exactly
right, God will reject my prayer.” Under guidance, they might purposefully pray in a slightly “imperfect” way
and not perform their usual mental checking ritual, and then sit with the discomfort. With repetition, the
anxiety diminishes and they learn God’s grace covers our weaknesses in prayer. These methods re-train the
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amygdala and fear circuits to stop overreacting. They are hard work, but very effective – and doing them
with prayer (“Lord, help me trust You as I face this fear”) makes them even more powerful.

3. Lifestyle Strategies: Caring for the Temple of Your Body

Our bodies and spirits are intimately connected. Fear and anxiety have physical manifestations, so caring
for your body can dramatically improve anxiety levels and your capacity to sense God’s peace. Here
are some lifestyle considerations:

Exercise: Regular physical activity is one of the  most effective natural anxiety reducers. Even a
brisk 20-30 minute walk releases endorphins, relieves muscle tension, and lowers stress hormones.
It also improves sleep (which is often disrupted by anxiety). Think of exercise as a way of stewarding
the body God gave you; even the Apostle Paul likely walked many miles on his journeys! If high-
intensity workouts are too much, gentle exercises like stretching, swimming, or bicycling are great.
The key is consistency – moving your body most days of the week. Exercise also can be a time of
prayer or listening to worship music, turning it into a holistic retreat.

Nutrition:  What  we  eat  and  drink  can  affect  our  nervous  system.  Caffeine,  for  instance,  is  a
stimulant that can trigger or worsen anxiety symptoms (racing heart, jitteriness). If you’re struggling
with fear and panic, consider reducing or eliminating caffeine (coffee, energy drinks) and see if you
feel calmer. Likewise, a lot of sugar or processed carbs can cause blood sugar spikes and crashes
that  mimic  anxiety.  Emphasize a  balanced diet  –  plenty  of  fruits,  vegetables,  whole  grains,  lean
protein,  and healthy fats  –  which provides steady energy and nutrients  for  brain health (e.g.,  B
vitamins, omega-3s and magnesium are known to support mood regulation). Staying hydrated and
avoiding excessive alcohol (which might seem calming in the moment but actually disrupts sleep and
can increase anxiety rebound the next day) are also important.  Treat your body kindly as God’s
temple (1 Corinthians 6:19) with nourishing food.

Sleep and Rest: There is a reason God instituted the Sabbath and calls us to rest – we are not meant
to be in go-go-go mode constantly. Chronic lack of sleep dramatically heightens anxiety because the
brain’s emotional regulation centers (like the amygdala) become hyperactive when sleep-deprived.
Aim for 7–9 hours of quality sleep per night. Develop a calming bedtime routine: dim lights, avoid
heavy screen use right before bed (blue light can keep your brain alert),  perhaps do some light
reading or prayer. If racing thoughts keep you up, try writing them down in a “worry journal” earlier
in the evening, or practice a relaxation technique in bed (such as deep breathing or meditating on a
peaceful Bible verse). Jesus Himself took time to sleep and withdraw from crowds to recharge – we
should follow His example and not feel guilty about getting the rest our body-minds need.

Breathing and Relaxation Techniques:  Because the fear response involves physiological arousal
(fast  breathing,  heart  pounding),  learning  to  engage  your  body’s  calming  system (the
parasympathetic nervous system) is invaluable. One simple tool is deep breathing: breathe in slowly
through your nose for a count of 4, hold for 4, exhale slowly through your mouth for 6 or 8 counts.
This slow diaphragmatic breathing sends a message to your brain that you are safe, turning down
the “alarm.” Even just 2–3 minutes of deep breathing can abort an anxiety spike. Other relaxation
methods include progressive muscle relaxation (tensing and then releasing muscle groups one by
one), taking a warm bath, or practicing mindfulness. For Christians, a mindfulness exercise can be
to sit quietly and focus your attention on the present moment as a gift from God – noticing your
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breath,  the  sensations  around  you,  and  gently  bringing  your  mind  back  whenever  it  wanders
(perhaps repeating “Be still and know that I am God”). These practices reduce overall stress levels so
that when fears do arise, they’re not occurring on top of an already maxed-out system.

Mindful Media and Input: Our daily mental diet matters too. Constantly reading frightening news,
doom-scrolling on social media, or consuming content that reinforces fear will naturally keep you on
edge. While it’s fine to stay informed, be mindful if an overexposure to negative media is feeding
your  anxiety.  Balance  it  out  with  uplifting  content –  reading  Christian  books  on  God’s  grace,
listening to sermons or podcasts that encourage, enjoying wholesome entertainment that makes
you laugh (laughter truly is good medicine). Set boundaries if needed, such as “no news after 8pm”
or taking a day a week with no social media. Instead,  “fix your thoughts on what is true, honorable,
right, pure, lovely, and admirable” (Philippians 4:8, NLT). This is not sticking our head in the sand; it’s
guarding our heart, which the Bible says to do diligently (Proverbs 4:23).

By implementing these lifestyle changes, you strengthen your body’s resilience to stress. Think of it like
reinforcing  the  physical  “shock  absorbers”  so  that  when a  bump of  fear  comes,  it  doesn’t  jolt  you  as
severely.  A  healthy  body can stabilize  a  troubled mind,  and vice  versa.  It’s  all  interconnected by  God’s
design.

4. Therapeutic and Medical Support: Wisdom in Seeking Help

As discussed, do not hesitate to seek professional help if fear and anxiety are overwhelming your daily life.
A Christian counselor or therapist who is trained in evidence-based techniques can provide a structured
approach  to  recovery,  while  understanding  your  faith  perspective.  Organizations  like  the  American
Association of Christian Counselors can help find a licensed professional near you who integrates biblical
values  with  therapy.  In  therapy,  you have a  safe  space to  explore  root  causes  of  your  fear  –  perhaps
childhood experiences,  trauma, or core beliefs  about yourself  and God – and work through them with
guidance. Sometimes just voicing long-hidden worries (like “I sometimes fear God actually hates me”) to an
empathic  listener  can  begin  a  healing  process,  as  those  thoughts  come  into  the  light  and  are  gently
corrected.

If a therapist or doctor recommends  medication,  such as an antidepressant or anti-anxiety medication,
prayerfully consider it. There is no shame in using medication if it helps correct a biological issue or gives
you enough relief to properly apply spiritual and cognitive strategies. For example, if someone is so anxious
that they cannot concentrate to pray or absorb Scripture, a medication might reduce the symptoms enough
that they can engage with God’s Word again and benefit from therapy – much like putting a cast on a
broken leg allows healing, after which the cast is removed. Most medications for chronic anxiety (like SSRIs,
e.g. Prozac, Zoloft) are not sedatives; they work gradually to balance neurotransmitters like serotonin. They
are generally safe and well-tolerated, though they do require a doctor’s supervision. It’s  wise to gather
information and ask questions (What are the side effects? How long might I need this? etc.), and also wise to
commit your decision to God in prayer. Remember, using medicine is  not a sign of weak faith.  As one
mental health ministry succinctly puts it,  taking prescribed medication for a mental health issue can be
“scriptural and wise.” There are biblical principles that support it: we know Luke used the medicines of his
time, and Jesus Himself said  “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick” (Matthew 9:12). If your
brain’s chemistry is sick, a doctor’s help is as valid as if you had pneumonia.  God often works through
medicine –  it’s  part of His common grace bestowed on humanity’s  ingenuity.  We simply guard against
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making medication an idol or sole reliance. It should be one part of a larger healing journey, anchored in
God.

To illustrate  an integrated approach,  consider  this  real-world  example (anonymized):  “John” is  a  devout
Christian  man in  his  30s  who struggled  with  constant  fear  that  he  was  letting  God down.  Every  time
something went wrong – if he got sick, if he faced criticism at work – he interpreted it as God punishing him.
John’s fear of God’s displeasure grew so intense that he had trouble sleeping (maybe 3–4 hours a night) and
began experiencing panic attacks at church. His baseline anxiety was, in his words, 8 out of 10 daily, and he
felt little joy even when reading the Bible. With encouragement, John decided to seek a holistic solution. He
met with a Christian counselor, who diagnosed him with an anxiety disorder with scrupulosity. Together,
they set to work: John started reading about God’s grace (he spent a month studying the book of Galatians
and the story of the Prodigal Son). He made it a habit to pray honestly when fear hit (“Father, I feel afraid
You’re angry – please remind me of Your love”).  In counseling sessions, John practiced CBT techniques,
identifying that he had a core belief: “If life isn’t perfect, God is mad at me.” They worked to replace this with
a healthier belief: “In this world I will have trouble, but that doesn’t mean God is against me. God can be for
me even when circumstances are hard” (citing John 16:33 and Romans 8:31). John also saw his physician,
who prescribed a  low-dose SSRI  medication to  help with his  panic  attacks  and sleep.  Meanwhile,  John
committed to exercising (he took up jogging three times a week) and cut out his late-night coffee habit.
Over the next six months, John improved significantly: his self-rated daily anxiety went down to about 2 out
of 10; he was sleeping 7 hours most nights; and crucially, he reported  enjoying his relationship with God
again. He said, “I still reverence God deeply, but I don’t  cringe as if He’ll strike me. I feel  loved and that
makes me want to honor Him more.” In objective terms, John’s clinical questionnaires showed his obsessive
religious fears had diminished by about 70%. By integrating  spiritual growth, psychological tools, and
medical help, John found freedom in the fear of the Lord – the kind of freedom that led to peace and joy.

Each person’s journey will look a little different. Some may not need medication at all; others might need it
long-term. Some might overcome fear through intensive prayer and fasting, while others through therapy
and support groups – or most likely, a combination of many elements.  God is the orchestrator of our
healing, and He often uses multiple means. The goal is not to get rid of reverence or forget God’s holiness –
the goal is to remove what is not of God in our fear: the condemnation, the constant dread, the lack of trust.
What remains is a pure, healthy fear that actually enriches our faith.

Embracing Joy Through Reverence

When unhealthy fear is put in its proper place, what takes its place? Joy. The irony of the Christian life is that
fearing God and enjoying God are not opposites, but two sides of the same coin. The book of Psalms says,
“Serve the LORD with fear and celebrate His rule with trembling” (Psalm 2:11) – a remarkable pairing of fear and
celebration. Those who truly revere God’s glory are also those who can truly rejoice in His grace. They have
a deep contentment because they rest in God’s hands. Proverbs 28:14 says,  “Happy is the one who always
fears the Lord” (CSB). It sounds strange at first – happy to fear? – but once we understand that this fear is
reverence, it makes sense. When you fear God appropriately, you’ve aligned yourself with ultimate reality.
You’re acknowledging the King of the universe as your Father. That brings a sense of security nothing else
can. You no longer fear random fate or the malice of Satan or the opinions of people the same way, because
God’s overarching power and goodness overshadow all those lesser “fearables.”

Consider Jesus’s own teachings. He told His disciples frankly to fear God above all else, saying, “Do not be
afraid of those who kill the body… Fear Him who, after your body has been killed, has authority to throw you into
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hell” (Luke 12:4-5). Yet in virtually the same breath, Jesus says, “Don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many
sparrows” and that God knows every hair on their heads (Luke 12:6-7). Jesus wasn’t contradicting Himself –
He was showing the full picture: Yes, recognize God’s ultimate authority (far beyond any earthly threat –
hence fear Him, not man),  but also know God’s intimate care for you, which casts out the fear of harm.
Our  Lord  wants  us  to  live  in  that  tension of  awe and trust,  which  actually  isn’t  a  tension at  all  when
perfected – it’s harmony.

When you cultivate the fear of God in the biblical sense, you will find a new boldness and joy welling up.
For example, in the Book of Acts, the early church  “was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it
grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord” (Acts 9:31, NIV). They lived “in the fear of the Lord” and yet were
full of zeal and comfort from the Spirit. Fearing God doesn’t mean walking on eggshells; it means walking
on a solid rock. You can dance on that rock, actually, because it’s secure beneath your feet. 

Joy flows from fearing God because it means we have our priorities right and our relationship with
Him in order. Think of the joy of a child who deeply respects her father – she runs to jump in his arms
knowing he’s strong and also knowing she’s loved. That’s a picture of fearing God and rejoicing in God. The
more we experience God’s love, the more our unhealthy fears melt. And the more we respect His lordship,
the more we partake in the “fruit of the Spirit” like peace, joy, and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23). This is why
classic Christian writers have spoken of “the joy of fearing God.” One devotional author, Jerry Bridges, even
wrote a book titled The Joy of Fearing God, emphasizing that “far from being something to avoid, [the fear of the
Lord] is the key to joyful, fulfilling, and genuine intimacy with God.”[Amazon description] 

In practical terms,  as you shed the chains of anxious fear, you will notice more joy in everyday life: the
Bible will feel more like a love letter than a rulebook ready to condemn you. Prayer will become a refuge
rather than a ritual to appease God. You’ll find freedom to laugh, to enjoy God’s gifts (like nature, family, art)
without the nagging sense that God disapproves of your enjoyment. The Apostle Paul wrote, “Since we have
been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:1) and “we rejoice
in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation” (Romans 5:11). That
reconciliation – knowing we’re truly at peace with God – is the bedrock of both reverence and joy. We can
say, “My God is awesome – and I belong to Him!” 

Even in trials, a proper fear of God gives us a strange joy. We know every trial is Father-filtered, not random
cruelty. We can echo Habakkuk, who in fearful times said, “yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God
my Savior” (Habakkuk 3:18). We no longer see hardships as punitive (for Christ took our punishment on the
cross), but as something God can redeem for our good. This perspective removes the sting of fear. 

To maintain joy, keep cultivating gratitude and worship as daily habits. Joy is not a one-time switch but a
fruit that grows with continual abiding in Christ. When fear flares up – and it likely will from time to time,
because we are still human – use it as a prompt to turn once again to God in reverence and trust. Martin
Luther, who struggled with periods of anxiety and even scrupulosity, learned to pray, “Lord, let me fear You
alone.  Take away all other fears.” Making that our prayer aligns our hearts rightly. It doesn’t mean we’ll
never feel afraid, but it means when we do, we have a clear path to follow: run toward God, not away, and
let His presence dispel the fear.
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Conclusion

“Fearing God” is not about living in misery or constant worry; it’s about living in awe of a holy and
loving God, which in turn liberates us to live joyfully. The journey from crippling fear to healthy fear (and
true joy) may require spiritual growth, psychological healing, and even medical intervention – but every step
is worthwhile and God will walk with you through it. The Lord repeatedly tells us in Scripture, “Do not fear,
for I am with you” (Isaiah 41:10). Notice, He doesn’t say “there’s nothing scary,” but rather “you’re not alone in
it  – I,  the Almighty,  am by your side.”  The ultimate antidote to fear is  the presence of God.  When we
genuinely  fear  (revere)  Him,  we  consciously  live  before  His  face (Coram Deo),  remembering  that  this
mighty God is also our Savior who has numbered our hairs and given His Son to save us. 

If you are struggling today with finding joy and you suspect that your view of God is tangled up with dread,
I encourage you: let Jesus untangle those knots. He revealed God’s heart to us – “Anyone who has seen Me
has seen the Father” ( John 14:9). What do we see in Jesus? Compassion, forgiveness, truth, and invitation.
Yes, Jesus cleansed the temple and warned of hell – so we know God’s holiness is real. But Jesus also said,
“Come to Me, all who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest… for I am gentle and humble in heart”
(Matthew 11:28-29). Both are true. The God before whom angels bow in awe is the same God who wipes
away  our  tears.  When you hold  both  truths,  your  fear  of  Him becomes  a  stabilizing  reverence,  not  a
neurosis.

Let’s close with this reassurance: “The LORD delights in those who fear Him, who put their hope in His unfailing
love” (Psalm 147:11, NIV). Did you catch that? God delights in those who fear Him – and fearing Him means
putting our hope in His love. So as you fear God rightly, know that He smiles upon you as a loving Father,
and that  His perfect love will keep refining your heart until fear has no tormenting power left. May
you experience the freedom that comes from fearing God and nothing else, and may your life overflow with
the joy and peace that are your inheritance in Christ.
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