Stress Fractures #3

“The Fear Factor”

Romans 8:15; Hebrews 2:15
What do you fear?

Maybe some of us can relate to this story told by Chuck Swindoll:

A college friend of mine worked several summers ago on a construction crew, building a hospital in Texas. He was assigned to the twelfth story and was given the job of helping a welder who was welding the flooring struc​ture made of huge, steel beams. So scared of falling, my friend literally shook with fear every day, though he admitted it to no one. One hot afternoon the welder looked up and noticed the man shaking in his boots. He yelled, “Are you scared, son?” The student stuttered, “S-s-s-scared! I’ve been t-t-t-trying to tell you for t-t-t-two weeks that I q-q-q-quit!”

We may chuckle at this example, but somewhere we, too, suffer from the fear factor. One of the most paralyzing problems in all of life is fear. We fear spiders and snakes, heights and water, losing our job, our health, our possessions, and our very lives. We fear losing friendships and losing face. We live in a world that is filled with fear. One Internet website lists no fewer than 538 specific phobias, or fears, that afflict people today! As fear gets a firm grip on us, we become its victim.

Last week we considered the problem of worry in our series of messages entitled “Stress Fractures.” I mentioned at that time how the concepts of fear and worry were closely related but not identical. I thought it would be appropriate to consider the fear factor this week.

The Symptoms of Fearfulness

What do we mean by fear? Webster defines fear as “an unpleasant often strong emotion caused by anticipation or awareness of danger.”
 Worry has more to do with the anticipation of danger; we often worry about things that never actually happen! Fear, on the other hand, often responds to the awareness of danger, when the threat is real. (As we will see, though, fear can take real dangers and magnify their magnitude and likelihood of occurrence.) 

Carol Kent writes in her book, Tame Your Fears,

There are basically three types of fear: “holy” fear, “self-preserving” fear, and “slavish” fear. The first comes from our reverence for and awe of the God who created and loves us. The second has everything to do with the God-given instinct to run from danger, avert an accident, or protect ourselves and others…. [The third is] the negative type that kills expressions of love, plugs lines of communication, imprisons victims of abuse, taunts with ridiculous phobias, controls by manipulation, and erodes all confidence and security. Wise, self-preserving fear shifts into slavish fear when it becomes obsessive and controlling.


The symptoms of this third type of fear are similar to other forms of stress. When the state of alarm is triggered, our various physiological systems are bathed in adrenaline, disrupting normal functioning and produces a heightened state of arousal. In this “emergency” situation the heart beats faster, digestion is speeded up, and many hormones are released into the bloodstream. All of this takes place for one—and only one—reason: to prepare us to deal with the emer​gency. Every other function is put on hold.
 


In and of itself, fear is a natural emotion designed by God. There is even a sense where fear is a good, positive thing. However, fearfulness is not designed by God, for fearfulness suggests living in a state of fear.
 David Neff wrote in an article, “Christians Who Fear Too Much,” in Christianity Today,
Fear was designed by God to give our bodies the sudden bursts of strength and speed we need in emergencies. But when fear becomes a permanent condition, it can paralyze the spirit, keeping us from taking the risks of generosity, love, and vulnerability that characterize citizens of God’s kingdom.

Fearfulness—or prolonged fear—can lead to heart palpitations, dizziness, shortness of breath, and stomach pains. Fearfulness also has mental symptoms, such as a lack of concentration and focus, a preoccupation with the object feared, and even the inability to perform normal tasks. Fearfulness can lead to sleeplessness, which, when prolonged, can lead to more serious problems. Just as with other forms of stress, when we live in a constant state of emergency and fear, our health will suffer.

Two specific manifestations of fearfulness are panic attacks and phobias. Panic attacks are sudden, brief episodes of intense fear with multiple physical symptoms (such as heart palpitations and dizziness) but without any external threat. They are typically unexpected “out of the blue” experiences. The first time they occur, people are usually involved in normal activities such as walking outside. Suddenly a barrage of frightening sensations strikes them, lasting just a few seconds to a few minutes.4 These attacks can occur again at any time. Sufferers know that just the fear of having another attack can trigger one—and so these episodes take on a life of their own. Panic attacks can be considered fear out of control.
 Research by the National Institute of Mental Health shows that anxiety disorders of the panic variety are the number one mental health problem among women today and second only to drug and alcohol abuse among men.


Phobias are persistent, irrational fears of an object or a situation—but fears that present no real threat. Phobias grow out of fear when…

· the fear is clearly excessive and irrational (being out of proportion to the actual degree of threat);
· the fear is associated with avoidance behaviors (deliberately doing things differently to avoid becoming afraid);
· the fear is associated with decreased quality of life (curtailing enjoyment in life).

When these phobias impair a person’s ability to function normally, that is called phobic disorders. Those suffering with a phobic disorder experience the most extreme form of fear. Not only are they in a constant state of hyperalertness, but also their fear continuously controls their activities, limits their lives, and drastically diminishes their quality of life. 

Some familiar phobias would be acrophobia, or the fear of heights, characterized by a feeling of extreme insecurity and of falling even when there is no danger of doing so; claustrophobia, the fear of closed spaces, characterized by a sense of being smothered in a confined environment; and agoraphobia, which is the fear of being in crowds, and this can cause a person to become homebound or even room bound.
 
The Diagnosis of Fearfulness


I began this message with the question, “What do you fear?” I’m certain that each of us would have different answers to this question, shaped by our experiences, our present circumstances, and even our temperament. We could spend several weeks just dealing with the stress fracture of fear…but we won’t. I want to focus our attention today on three basic needs that we fear losing: safety, significance, and security.
 Many specific fears can be categorized under these three headings.


We fear losing our safety when we confront threats to our health and even life itself. Again, this is not always a bad thing. Indeed, it is “the God-given instinct to run from danger, avert an accident, or protect ourselves and others.” This kind of fear makes us look both ways before we cross a street, makes us turn the power off before we work on something electrical (at least it makes some of us turn the power off first!), and keeps us from taking unnecessary risks.


The problem with fearing for our safety comes when we obsess over it. Proverbs 22:13 speaks of one who never accomplishes anything because he says, “There is a lion outside!” or, “I will be murdered in the streets!” Fear can indeed paralyze us from doing anything, for whatever we venture to do is accompanied by risks—the risk of failure, of criticism, or of rejection. When we fear those risks, we may not even try at all.


Hebrews 2:15 refers to “those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” Have you ever known someone like that? Every time a news report claims that some product or another can shorten our lives, they jump. Pretty soon their afraid to eat or drink anything, afraid to drive or fly or ride, afraid to try anything new…all because they are afraid to die. Like the one person who stated, “I heard that most car accidents happened within 40 miles of home, so I moved 50 miles away!” People fear death like few other realities.


John White observes, 

The whole trouble about our attitude to death is that we concentrate on what is to happen to us rather than on what we should be doing. We are subject to fear because our eyes are in the wrong direction. We look at what we cannot control rather than at what we can.


Aside from fearing the loss of safety, many people fear losing significance or security. Beyond self-preservation, these are two basic needs that every human being has. We need to feel significant—that we matter in the world—and secure—that we are loved and accepted. While we all require both of these, the need for significance tends to be stronger in men while the need for security seems to be more predominant in women. (Of course there are exceptions to these generalizations.) Furthermore, we try to meet the need for significance by what we do, often through our chosen occupation or volunteer efforts. If we do our job well and feel that we contribute to society, we feel good about ourselves. Conversely, if we are not working or feel that our job is unimportant, then we feel insignificant. On the other hand, the need for security is often found in relationships with others. If we have good relationships with a spouse, children, friends, and neighbors, we feel secure. Others seek financial security by building up bank accounts, investment portfolios, and retirement savings. 


Hence, whenever our routes to significance or security are threatened, we become fearful. We are afraid that we will lose our job; that our spouse will leave us (through death or divorce); or that our children will move away or no longer love us. Recessions or medical expenses threaten our financial security. 


I am not suggesting that our jobs, families, or finances are bad things in and of themselves. The problem with these things is that they are ultimately outside of our realm of responsibility. We fear what we cannot control or even predict. Our lives can become dominated by fear, which triggers the stress response in our bodies, and prolonged exposure to that can ultimately damage our health.

The Prescription for Fearfulness


So what can we do about it? Is there a prescription for fearfulness in the Bible? In fact, there is! The Bible is filled with verses that tell us to “Fear not.” Lloyd John Ogilvie writes in his book, Facing the Future without Fear, “There are 366 ‘fear not!’ verses in the Bible—one for every day of the year and an extra one for leap year!”
 

Deuteronomy 20:3–4 speaks directly against phobias a panic attacks: “Do not be fainthearted or afraid; do not be terrified or give way to panic before them. For the Lord your God is the one who goes with you to fight for you against your enemies to give you victory.” As June Hunt writes, “Focus on your fear, and your panic will increase. Focus on your Shepherd, and your heart will be at peace.”


One of the great promises we have is found in Romans 8:15, “For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship.” God the Holy Spirit takes up residence within the heart of the believer, and He delivers us from fearfulness…what Paul refers to as “slavery to fear.”


Another passage that refers to the slavery of fear is Hebrews 2:14-15,

Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.


This text specifically mentions the fear of death, what we earlier discussed as the fear of losing our safety. The Bible does not sugarcoat the fact of death, but it gives us a proper perspective on death. This past week I read in a commentary, “Every thinking person must take into account the fact of death and should have a philosophy of life which enables him or her to confidently face that inevitable appointment.”
 That last word “appointment” caught my attention. Consider Hebrews 9:27:”It is appointed unto men once to die.” Have you ever thought of death as an appointment? An appointment that cannot be avoided?
An old legend tells of a merchant in Baghdad who one day sent his servant to the market. Before very long the servant came back, white and trembling, and in great agitation said to his master: “Down in the market place I was jostled by a woman in the crowd, and when I turned around I saw it was Death that jostled me. She looked at me and made a threatening gesture. Master, please lend me your horse, for I must hasten away to avoid her. I will ride to Samarra and there I will hide, and Death will not find me.”
The merchant lent him his horse and the servant galloped away in great haste. Later the merchant went down to the market place and saw Death standing in the crowd. He went over to her and asked, “Why did you frighten my servant this morn​ing? Why did you make a threatening gesture?”
“That was not a threatening gesture,” Death said. “It was only a start of surprise. I was astonished to see him in Baghdad, for I have an appointment with him tonight in Samarra.”


Ravi Zacharias concludes,


Real safety is only to be found in His presence. Wherever we go, whatever we do, we are safe in that communion with Him. Safety is not found in seeking an escape from His appointments.


Instead of living in fear of death, realize that it is a part of life. Psalm 139:16 states, “All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.” That is a wonderful promise! God knew exactly how long our lives would be, and He kept track of them before any of them ever happened! There is no need to fear!

David wrote a wonderful prescription for fearfulness in Psalm 27. Consider the first three verses as a prescription against fearing for our safety:

The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life—of whom shall I be afraid? When evil men advance against me to devour my flesh, when my enemies and my foes attack me, they will stumble and fall. Though an army besiege me, my heart will not fear; though war break out against me, even then will I be confident. 


Psalm 23:4 says, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” Psalm 56:3-4 and 13 states, “When I am afraid, I will trust in you. In God, whose word I praise, in God I trust; I will not be afraid… You have delivered my soul from death and my feet from stumbling, that I may walk before God in the light of life.” We need not fear for our safety.


What about our significance and security? Psalm 27 also speaks to these basic needs. Verses 4-6 tells us regarding significance,

One thing I ask of the Lord, this is what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple. For in the day of trouble he will keep me safe in his dwelling; he will hide me in the shelter of his tabernacle and set me high upon a rock. Then my head will be exalted above the enemies who surround me; at his tabernacle will I sacrifice with shouts of joy; I will sing and make music to the Lord. 


What can be more significant than seeking and knowing the Lord? David writes that he will be exalted even above his enemies. Respect, appreciation, fulfillment—these are all attainable as we accomplish the purpose for which we were created.


Verses 7-10 speak of our basic need for security:

Hear my voice when I call, O Lord; be merciful to me and answer me. My heart says of you, “Seek his face!” Your face, Lord, I will seek. Do not hide your face from me, do not turn your servant away in anger; you have been my helper. Do not reject me or forsake me, O God my Savior. Though my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will receive me.


Even if our earthly parents forsake us—which is unthinkable for most of us—the Lord will be there. Friends and family may let us down, but Jesus never fails! What a cure for insecurity and fear! 

Christian psychologist Larry Crabb concludes,

True significance and security are available only to the Christian, one who is trusting in Christ’s perfect life and substitutionary death as his sole basis of acceptability before a holy God. When the resources of God are not available because of unbelief, the individual is left with no hope for genuine significance and security. Life has neither purpose nor unconditional love apart from the Lord. People then develop alternative strategies for learning to feel as worthwhile as they can. Because these strategies can never really work and because they often run up against obstacles, people do not enjoy significance or security, two ele​ments which all of us desperately need if we are to live effective, productive, richly creative, and fulfilled lives.


Safety, significance, and security—all three basic human needs, and all three can be found in a personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ. Our lives need not be dominated by the fear factor, for we can live in victory over fear.


I recall a time in my life when I was faced with the real threat to my safety. One passage of Scripture that helped pull me through was found in Romans chapter eight, beginning in verse 31,

What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? …Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us… For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:31, 35, 37-39).

 


What do you fear? In Jesus Christ, there is no need to fear. He tells us, “It is I, don’t be afraid.” There is no need for the Christian to live in fearfulness.
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