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Psalm 111:6-10 — God has shown the power of God’s works to God’s people, in giving them the 
heritage of the nations. The works of God’s hands are faithful and just; all God’s precepts are 
trustworthy. They are established forever and ever, to be performed with faithfulness and 
uprightness. The LORD sent redemption to God’s people; the LORD has commanded God’s 
covenant forever. Holy and awesome is God’s name. The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
wisdom; all those who practice it have a good understanding. The LORD’s praise endures 
forever. 

When my mom was nine years old, her family was attending a small Presbyterian church in 
McLean, Virginia. At this church, at age nine, she heard a sermon that she has never forgotten. 
The sermon focused on the following verse, found in Luke 12: “Everyone who speaks a word 
against the Son of Man will be forgiven; but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not 
be forgiven.” At some point in Christian history, people began calling this “the unforgivable sin.” 
If you blaspheme the Holy Spirit, whatever that looks like, you can’t take it back, and if you do 
it, you simply won’t be saved. The pastor at this Presbyterian church encouraged thoughts along 
this line in his sermon, and nine-year-old Carrie Colladay went home terrified. That night, as she 
lay in bed, she whispered to herself, over and over again, “There is a Holy Spirit, there is a Holy 
Spirit, there is a Holy Spirit, there is a Holy Spirit” — until she fell asleep. The next night, Carrie 
did the exact same thing, so afraid was she that she would accidentally send herself to hell: 
“There is a Holy Spirit, there is a Holy Spirit, there is a Holy Spirit.” And so it went, for several 
nights. Then, Carrie figured that she could shorten the phrase by just saying the first letter of 
each word — “There Is A Holy Spirit,” T-I-A-H-S. She determined to pronounce this acronym 
“tea-ice.” And so, as she tried to fall asleep at night, she began whispering to herself, “TIAHS, 
TIAHS, TIAHS, TIAHS….” My mom, at nine years old, did this for months, all because of that 
one sermon about that one verse.  

Our first reading this morning ends with the statement that the LORD provides for those who 
fear God, and our second reading ends with the statement “the fear of the LORD is the beginning 
of wisdom” — one of the more well-known phrases in the bible. I read these verses in Psalm 
111, and I think of nine-year-old Carrie, and I wonder, “Is this what it looks like to fear the 
LORD?” Is that the kind of fear that God wants from us? Did Carrie’s state of restlessness and 
spiritual terror bring God glory or give God pleasure?  

My own answer is “no.” I don’t believe that God is interested in scaring children, or anyone, 
with the fear that a few words they utter could eternally separate them from God. In fact, I 
believe that God is appalled by the idea that anything a person does would make God stop loving 
them. God doesn’t love us because of anything we do; God loves us because God created us, and 
because God is love. If I was my nine-year-old mom’s parent back then, I would have pulled her 



aside after that sermon, looked her in the eyes, and said, “Honey, God loves you no matter what. 
Sometimes God is sad or angry by what’s happening on earth, in our lives, but even then, God 
always loves you and all of God’s creation. When she was a little older, I would introduce her to 
1 John 4:18, which reads: “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to 
do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.” Personally, I think 
that’s one of the most profound verses in the bible.  

But then, what does it look like to fear the LORD? This notion of fearing God appears 
throughout the bible, both Old and New Testaments, and it’s portrayed as a good thing. I’ll share 
just two examples from scripture. In Isaiah 11, we read what’s called a messianic prophecy, 
which is a proclamation about the Jewish people’s hope for a messiah, someone ordained by God 
to deliver them from their conquerors. Speaking about this messiah, Isaiah 11 states that “the 
spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, … the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD. His 
delight shall be in the fear of the LORD.” As an example from the New Testament, in Acts 9, we 
read a description of Christian communities in the region of Palestine just a few years after Jesus’ 
death. According to Acts, these communities were “living in the fear of the Lord and in the 
comfort of the Holy Spirit” as they increased in number. I love to think of that last verse as a 
response to my mom’s nine-year-old terror: “Living in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of 
the Holy Spirit.” Those two things are meant to go together. So, if the fear you’re feeling 
prevents you from feeling any comfort from the Spirit of God within you, then that fear is not 
from God. But again, then, what does the fear of God mean?  

Well, scholars will say that the Hebrew and Greek words for “fear” don’t just connote being 
afraid; they mean more than that. These words can also connote submission, reverence, and awe. 
So, when scripture speaks of the fear of the Lord, perhaps we are being invited to submit to God, 
or to act with reverence towards God, or to stand in awe of who God is and what God has done. I 
think that’s a good answer. But I want to suggest just a little more than that this morning.   

For me, there’s a common thread running through all of these terms: fear, reverence, awe, even 
the term God. That thread is mystery, the unknown, the unknowable. One could argue that the 
only thing we really know about God is that God is beyond our ability to comprehend; that God 
is infinite, which means that God cannot be defined; that God, as divinity, will always be an 
unfathomable mystery to us, humanity. God does come to us, meets us in prayer and in the world 
around us, even places God’s own self, in the form of God’s spirit, in our souls. But none of that 
removes the mystery of God. So, one of these days, I’ll look into my nine-year-old child’s eyes 
with all of the conviction I have and teach her about the perfectly loving God in whom I believe, 
but at the end of the day, both she and I will be taking a leap of faith. Neither of us should ever 
feel fully certain about our mysterious God. None of us can be absolutely certain of what God 
wants from us, of what God is doing in the world, of what God will do with our futures and our 
eternity. And that, I think, can give us a healthy dose of fear. And certainly a dose of humility.  

In closing, I’d like to suggest that the word of God invites us to hold these two things together: 
the idea that God wants us to fear God, on one hand, and the idea that God’s perfect love is 



meant to cast out our fears, on the other. Perhaps the Spirit of God is saying both of these things 
to us: “Fear the Lord” and “Don’t be afraid.”  

When we assume that God couldn’t possibly be different than we currently imagine God to be, 
God says to us, “Fear the Lord.” When we assume that God is content for us to keep thinking as 
we’ve always thought and to keep living as we’ve always lived, God says to us, “Fear the Lord.” 
When we have hardly considered the idea that God can get angry, and not just at our enemies, 
but at you and at me, God says to us, “Fear the Lord.”  

At the same time, when we feel like the child who prays with all of her spiritual might that God 
won’t send her to hell, God says to us, “Don’t be afraid.” When we are more scared of God’s 
judgment than we are confident in God’s love, God says to us, “Don’t be afraid.” When we long 
for less mystery and more certainty in our lives; when we feel haunted by memories of the past 
and burdened by worries about the future; when we feel as if our fears have defeated the perfect 
love that’s supposed to cast them out, God says to us, “Don’t be afraid.” Friends, let us fear God, 
practicing humility and awe in our daily walks with the divine mystery. And let us not be afraid, 
trusting that God’s love is more real and more powerful than all that we know and all that is 
beyond our knowing. Amen. 


