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The Greek word for fear is phobos. We get the word “phobia” from that Greek word. There are 
all sorts of phobias out there. There is “claustrophobia” – the fear of closed in places; 
“acrophobia” – the fear of heights; “agoraphobia” – a fear of crowds or public places; 
“ergophobia” – a fear of work (we have lots of folks in this country who suffer from that one); 
“neophobia” – a fear of new things (lots of church members suffer badly from that one). We 
have turned into a nation of fearful people. Yet, we are given one command 365 times – once for 
every day of the year. That command is “fear not.”  

We are going to examine what, I believe, is the most crippling, debilitating, life controlling, and 
spiritual fruit destroying fear that any of us deal with – the fear of man. Our text tells us that the 
fear of man is a “snare.” That word refers to a hidden trap that snaps shut on an animal and 
captures it. The fear of man works that way; it captures people, takes away their freedom, and 
controls their lives. Many are listening to this message that have been captured, ensnared, by the 
fear of man and you are not even aware that you are in bondage. There are some men listening 
who would laugh at the accusation that they have a fear of man. Like the Marines, you run to the 
battle, not away from it. You’ve never backed down from a fight that someone else has started. I 
submit to you that you likely still struggle with the fear that is spoken of in Proverbs 29:25 
called, “the fear of man.”  

The Bible gives us many examples of people who were snared by the fear of man. Let me give 
you a couple. The context of 1 Samuel 15 is that God has instructed Saul, Israel’s first king, to 
slay the wicked Amalekites and destroy all their possessions. When the prophet Samuel comes, 
he asks Saul if he has obeyed God’s instructions and Saul answers “Yes.” 1 Samuel 15:14 (NKJV): 
“But Samuel said, ‘What then is this bleating of the sheep in my ears, and the lowing of the oxen 
which I hear?’" Saul then admits that he has disobeyed God. Saul finally gets around to 
confessing the reason he disobeyed the Lord’s instructions in 1 Samuel 15:24 (NKJV): “Then Saul 
said to Samuel, ‘I have sinned, for I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord and your 
words, because I feared the people and obeyed their voice.’”  

Saul was a fearless warrior, but the fear of man resulted in disobedience which was a snare to 
him and colored his whole reign as King. A New Testament example is found in the book of 
Galatians in a conflict between two of the Apostles – Peter and Paul. Galatians 2:11-12 (NKJV):  

Now when Peter had come to Antioch, I withstood him to his face, because he 
was to be blamed; for before certain men came from James, he would eat with the 
Gentiles; but when they came, he withdrew and separated himself, fearing those 
who were of the circumcision.  

The word “withstood” in verse 11 means to oppose. Here is Paul rebuking the man recognized as 
the leader among the Apostles. The reason that Paul was rebuking Peter is that Peter was being 
controlled by the fear of man. We see another example of the fear of man in John 12. Jesus had 
been teaching the people and there was a group of people who were convinced that He was 
indeed who He said He was – the Messiah. However, listen to their response to Him in John 
12:42 (NASB): “Nevertheless many even of the rulers believed in Him, but because of the 
Pharisees they were not confessing Him, for fear that they would be put out of the synagogue.” If 
they were put out of the synagogue their reputation would be ruined, and their friends would 
turn away from them. They would be the subject of ridicule and rejection. Verse 43 tells us their 
real problem. John 12:43 (NASB) says, “for they loved the approval of men rather than the 
approval of God.” That statement is the perfect description of the fear of man! The fear of man is 



choosing the approval of men over the approval of God. Every person listening struggles with 
this.  

    

I.  The Reason for the Fear of Man 
When God created us, He put within us a desire for acceptance, approval, and security. These 
innate desires were for the purpose of drawing us to Him to find our acceptance in Him, our 
approval from living in obedience to Him, and our security in trusting Him. When it comes to 
acceptance, we are told in Ephesians 1:6 (NKJV): “to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which 
He has made us accepted in the Beloved.”  

When it comes to approval, we are told in:  

2 Timothy 2:15 (NKJV): “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not 
need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”  

2 Corinthians 5:9 (NKJV): “Therefore we make it our aim, whether present or absent, to be well 
pleasing to Him.” That is speaking of His approval. How about the need for security?  

Psalms 27:1 (NKJV): “The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the 
strength of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?”  

Psalms 56:11 (NKJV): “In God I have put my trust; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?”  

The fear of man begins when we start looking to man for acceptance, approval, or security. I fear 
man when I begin to make decisions and speak, or refuse to speak, based on whatever I think 
will avoid my being rejected by another person. That is one of the reasons that many people 
refuse to witness to a family member or a close friend. They will go to another country and 
witness, but they figure they will never see those people again and their acceptance doesn’t mean 
that much. If sharing of the Gospel with a friend or family member might result in their being 
upset, and then rejecting you, you are more hesitant to witness. When I base my actions or 
words on what will result in another person’s acceptance, then I am walking in the fear of man. 
When I say “yes” when I should say “no” in order to get someone’s approval, then I am walking 
in the fear of man. When I look to another person for my security, and feel that I could never get 
along without them, then I am guilty of the fear of man. The essence of pride (which is arguably 
the root of all sin) is when I seek to get my needs met independently of God or in a way that God 
has not designed. The fear of man is a sin and a manifestation of pride because it involves me 
seeking to get my need for acceptance, approval, and security met apart from God and the 
means that He has designed.  

Here is another reason that the fear of man is so devastating. We as Christians are commanded 
to be filled with the Holy Spirit and walk moment by moment in the Spirit (Ephesians 5:18; 
Galatians 5:16). As we have so often taught that the filling of the Holy Spirit is to be controlled 
by the Holy Spirit, and that to walk in the Spirit is to be moment by moment walking in 
dependence on the Holy Spirit to enable us to know God’s will and empower us to obey it.  

When we are captive to the fear of man, man is in control and thus not the Holy Spirit of God. 
When we walk in the fear of man, we are seeking in the power of our own flesh to gain the 
approval of others. Thus, we are not walking in the Spirit to know and be enabled to do what 
brings God’s approval. What a horrible way to live!  

It is impossible to glorify God (which is why you exist) when you are walking in the fear of man. 
Here is the problem in looking to man for acceptance, approval, and security. Man is fickle! The 
standard for what brings acceptance and approval keep changing. To gain acceptance and 
approval from man is like trying to build your house on Jello; there is no stability. When you 



look to man for your security, then your security can be taken away very quickly. A spouse or 
parent or friend may die. A spouse may leave you. I’ve had friends turn against me years ago 
that refused to tell me why and I have no clue what I did or even if it was something that I did. 
What an insecure life! But even more devastating is how it grieves the God who has loved me 
and saved me for the one purpose of glorifying Him.  

Henry Blackaby said: “An idol is anything or anyone that we look to for what God told us to look 
to Him for.”  If he is right in that definition, then when we look to a person or persons for 
acceptance, approval, or security, are we not guilty of idolatry? The fear of man is a form of 
idolatry.  

 

II.  The Result of the Fear of Man  
Let’s examine a little more in depth what this fear of man does in a person’s life. Let me give you 
a quote that I believe describes the result of the fear of man well.  

When you have a deep concern about what others think of you, when there’s this 
controlling desire for human approval and a controlling fear of people’s rejection, 
where you desire to be respected, you desire to be esteemed, you desire to be 
admired, you desire to be included and you have an accompanying fear of being 
overlooked, of being mistreated, of being neglected, of being excluded, of being 
victimized, it is the fear of man. We want so badly people’s acceptance and we 
fear so badly people’s rejection.   
[J. D. Vassar, Sermon at Village Church, 2-28-10]  

   Let’s look at some results of the fear of man. 

A.   The Compromise of Convictions 

When we seek our acceptance and approval from man, we will inevitably face times when, to get 
their acceptance or approval, we will have to compromise a Biblical conviction. It may the 
compromise of a moral standard to keep a relationship or at least to have the approval of a 
person you’re looking to for your need for acceptance or security. It may be cutting a legal corner 
in order to not displease one you look to for approval. It may involve dishonesty (lying) to keep 
from losing the one you look to for security, acceptance, or approval. It could be any number of 
things, but you get the picture of how compromise of convictions is a dead giveaway that you 
have a fear of man. That was Peter’ problem in the passage we looked at earlier in Galatians 2. 
His convictions were that in the church Jews and gentiles are one in Christ Jesus. Galatians 3:28 
(NKJV): “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor 
female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Yet when the Jewish legalists came from Jerusalem, 
Peter didn’t want to upset them or be ostracized by them and so he compromised and separated 
himself from the gentile Christians. He was in danger of corrupting the Gospel by giving the 
impression that only Jews could be saved or at least that Gentiles were second rate Christians.  

B.   Avoiding Needed Confrontation 

A part of genuine Biblical love is confronting those with sin that they are not dealing with. I am 
not talking about questionable areas like those covered in Romans 14, or sins that a person is 
broken and repentant over. I am not talking about confronting with a “holier than thou” attitude 
or with obnoxiousness. I am talking about a prayed through humble confrontation of 
unquestionable sin in a brother or sister’s life. That is a part of loving relationships within the 
body of Christ. When we fear man, we will back off from needed loving confrontations because 



we realize that the person we are confronting may not approve and may reject us. To put it 
another way, loving church discipline will never take place in an atmosphere where the fear of 
man reigns.  

C.   Hypocrisy 

Inevitably, when your decisions, and words, are governed by the fear of man, you will come into 
situations where there are two or more people whose acceptance and approval you desire, and 
yet they are in disagreement on an issue or something that you are involved in. You then are 
tempted to tell one person one thing and the other person another. You try to juggle your 
decisions or words between the two so you don’t lose the approval of either and you end up 
playing the hypocrite by saying one thing to one person and the opposite thing to the other 
person. Let’s go back to our illustration with the confrontation of Peter by Paul. Look at what 
Paul called Peter’s actions of acting in one way around the Gentile believers, and another around 
the Jewish leaders. Galatians 2:13 (NKJV): “And the rest of the Jews also played the hypocrite 
with him [Peter], so that even Barnabas was carried away with their hypocrisy.” The fear of man 
inevitably will result in hypocrisy.  

D.   Others Determining Your Agenda 

The fear of man will often result in an unwillingness to say “no” to things that are not God’s best 
for the use of the time He has allotted to you. There are always people whose approach to you is, 
“God loves you and I have a wonderful plan for your life.” Rather than prompting their rejection 
or disapproval, there is the temptation to say “yes” when we should say “no.”  

E.   Joylessness 

The life controlled by a fear of man is a life that is severely lacking joy. Think about it. When you 
are controlled by the fear of man, you are controlled by the whims of fickle people. When you 
meet a person’s standard for acceptance or approval, the standard gets changed. Also, real 
Biblical joy is a part of the fruit of the Spirit; only He can give joy and He does it when He is 
allowed to fill (control) our lives. When we fear man, man is in control of our life instead of the 
Holy Spirit and genuine joy is impossible in a life controlled by the fear of man. 

   Allow me to give you some questions that will help you diagnose the fear of man:  

• Do you crave compliments? 

• Are you overly concerned with how you look? 

• Do you feel underappreciated? 

• Do you get easily embarrassed?  

• Do you compare yourself with others and feel good about yourself when you win and but 
feel envy toward others when you lose? 

• Are you gripped with fear when you think about sharing the Gospel with others? 

• Do you find yourself backing away from certain tasks because you fear making a fool of 
yourself? 

• Do you often find yourself trying to impress people? 

[Most of the above questions were taken from the earlier quoted sermon by J. D. Vassar] 

 



III.  The Resolution of the Fear of Man 
Let me state something clearly to avoid misunderstandings. It is not wrong, nor a sin, to desire 
others to accept or approve of you. Only demented people want the rejection and disapproval of 
others. It is not wrong to enjoy a sense of security in your relationship with your spouse. It 
becomes the fear of man that is referenced in Proverbs 29:25 when we depend on and look only 
to others for acceptance, approval, or security. How do we overcome the fear of man? It is 
simply this: We become consumed with and controlled by the fear of God. That involves looking 
to Him in awe and reverence and worship as we focus on, and meditate on, His greatness and 
holiness. It involves being aware of His discipline for sin and appreciating his love, but it also 
involves looking only to Him for our deepest needs. 

A.   We Accept Our Acceptance by God 

Look again at Ephesians 1:6 (NKJV): “to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He has 
made us accepted in the Beloved.” Just as salvation is by faith (believing that God is telling the 
truth), our acceptance by the Father is by faith. There is nothing I can do to be any more or less 
accepted by God because I am not the cause of my acceptance – it is “in the Beloved [Jesus].” 
This is grace! In order for my acceptance with the Father to change, Jesus would have to change 
and we are told in Hebrews 13:8 (NKJV): “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.” 
Knowing and appropriating my acceptance by God in Christ doesn’t make rejection by others 
painless. It does however enable me to live with rejection because the One who counts more 
than anyone, the One I fear, the One I worship, and stand in awe of, accepts me. 

B.   We Prioritize God’s Approval over the Approval of All Others 

It doesn’t mean that we don’t care if others approve or not; it just means that when there is a 
conflict over gaining God’s approval, and anyone else’s approval, God always wins! He is the one 
we stand in awe of and fear. He is the one who disciplines those that He loves. When gaining the 
approval of another would involve the disapproval of this One I fear, I choose to gain God’s 
approval.  

C.   We Look to God Alone for Security 

No matter how much another person cares about you, they are unable to give you security. They 
are not omnipotent, sovereign, omniscient, eternal, and all-wise like the God we are to fear. True 
security is found only in Him. Hebrews 13:5b (NKJV): “…For He Himself has said, ‘I will never 
leave you nor forsake you.’” Every human being is subject to leave you. It may be through death, 
through circumstances beyond their control, or maybe just their own selfishness. Only God can 
give you the security you crave. 

 

Conclusion 

The last part of Proverbs 29:25b (NKJV) says, “… whoever trusts in the Lord shall be safe.” That 
word safe can also be translated, “secure.” The fear of God results in a secure life. You either fear 
God or you fear man. This is an ongoing battle and daily we must walk in the Spirit to recognize 
and root out the fear of man. Why? The fear of man snares us, entraps us, and thereby, controls 
us. The fear of man is horrible bondage. I pray that if you have been ensnared by the fear of 
man, you will be delivered from it today.  
  


