Liturgy:
Reading : Psalm 25

Text       : Psalm 25, 14

Ps.   103 : 1,2

Ps.   103 : 4

Ps.   139 : 7,9 (after baptism)

Ps.     25 : 6,7

Ps.     25 : 2, 4,5 (collection song)
Ps.     63 : 2,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In the series of sermons on the ABC of Faith, we have come to the letter ‘F’, to which I have allocated the active verb ‘to fear’. When looking in a dictionary, you will find as the first meaning of this verb the following description: to be afraid of, to dread. Generally, where it concerns the word ‘fear’, this is the link, we make as well. When you fear something or someone, we think of feelings of distress or apprehension. Yet, Br. & Sr., when opening Scripture, a totally different light falls on the word ‘fear’, especially when the Bible speaks about fearing God. The latter has nothing to do with being afraid or being scared of God, rather the opposite. 
Just by way of example, thinking back of the time of slavery, at times slaves were in fear of their master beating them, due to not having obeyed the rules. Nowadays, an employee might have similar fears, not being scared of a physical beating, but, for example, being scared of losing his job, since his employer is dissatisfied with his performance. That’s the world, where oftentimes one will find but very little compassion. Life is hard. 
Life is hard – yet, beloved, not with God. Psalm 25 shows this in a very beautiful way, by throwing indeed a very different light of the word ‘fear’. In vs. 8 of this psalm we read, “...” God teaches sinners in the way. This clearly shows God is a forgiving God, who repeatedly calls us back to the way we should go; the only way, which is truly safe. God is like a father, who loves us, loves us as His children, despite the many mistakes we often make, saying, 
“My child, please listen! Don’t follow that road leading to destruction. Instead, follow the path I have pointed out to you so many times already; the paths of mercy and truth, vs. 10, revealed in the covenant I made with you and in the testimonies I gave you.”
Beloved, at the heart of Psalm 25 is indeed this covenant relationship between God and His people, both with its promise as well as its obligation. 
Promise and obligation – saying it this way can come across as a very formal. Yet, this is surely not the intention of King David, who is the author of Psalm 25. In vs. 14, where we find the word ‘covenant’ again, he says, “...” This verse too speaks about the two sides of the covenant, but it does so referring to this covenant relationship as a very intimate relationship. Some of the other translations show this even more clearly. The RSV, for example, speaks about “the friendship of the LORD is for those who fear Him.” The NIV translates, “The LORD confides in those who fear Him.” Confide – that’s what you do with a true friend. Well that’s how God wants to confide in those who fear Him. Like He did with Abraham, when He confided in him what He was about to do to Sodom and Gomorrah. Indeed as intimate as this!
As to the word ‘friend’, the Lord Jesus uses this very same word in John 15, 13 – 15. Let me just quote these verses. The Lord Jesus says there to His disciples, “...” You could call this verse, the NT parallel text of Psalm 25, 14. The Lord Jesus too speaks about an intimate relationship, a circle of disciples in whom He did confide by making known to them the things He had heard from the Father.  Similar words we find it in Psalm 25, 14, where we also read God confides in those who fear Him, showing them His covenant.
Fearing God in the context of the covenant relationship, that’s what we will focus on this morning, dealing with the letter F in the series of sermons on the ABC of Faith. Bringing the two aspects of the covenant together – promises and obligation – we will look at that
TO FEAR THE LORD
means
1) To rejoice in His nearness

2) To walk in His ways

I
The first line of Psalm 25, 14 reads, “The secret of the LORD is with those who fear Him.” I mentioned already the translation of the NIV,  which reads, “The LORD confides in those who fear Him.” Confide – that’s something you do only in a person you can really trust, a close friend. Well, beloved, that’s exactly what the Hebrew word by the NKJV translated with ‘secret’ means. It refers to a meeting of people, who are very close to each other, a meeting in which one can share secrets. In the text, chosen for this morning’s sermon, this is applied to the relationship we have with the LORD, the covenant relationship, which is so intimate that both parties have no secrets for one another. 
The LORD has made known to us the secrets of the covenant, which tell us of God’s love for us sinners. God did not hold back in His love towards us. However, the LORD now also wants us from our side not to hold back either, having no secrets for the LORD, as if we could.
“The secret of the LORD is with those who fear Him.” Those who fear Him, i.e. God’s children to whom God has revealed His plan of salvation in Jesus Christ, hidden from unbelievers. Saying it this way, I want to highlight the miracle of God making known these secrets to us, since from ourselves we are not any better than those unbelievers. When looking at my life, O LORD, who am I that I may share such an intimate relationship with Thee, the holy and almighty God. A miracle indeed, as Psalm 25 also clearly shows it, when looking at vs. 14 in the context of the whole psalm.
“The secret of the LORD is with those who fear Him.” I mentioned already that in this context the verb ‘fear’ does not mean ‘to be afraid of’, like a child being scared of his father who is angry with him. To fear God means to acknowledge God with reverence and awe and to live accordingly. It means to acknowledge God as the One by whom you want your life to be directed, walking in His ways. It means to lay your life in His hands, following Him wherever He leads you, rejoicing in doing God’s will.
“The secret of the LORD is with those who fear Him.” As I mentioned it already, these words refer to the intimate relationship we may have with the LORD, a relationship where there are no secrets; an intimate bond, where you can share what’s on your heart. That’s how it goes when you have a close friendship with someone. Well, that’s how in Psalm 25 David pours out his heart before the LORD, mentioning in particular two things which are weighing heavily on his heart. First there are enemies haunting him, vs.2, “LORD, let not my enemies triumph over me?” These enemies are mentioned also in the verses 3 and 19. Yet no matter how heavily all this weighs on David’s heart, in the end these are only outward circumstances. More heavily weighs on him the sins he has committed, testifying against him, the verses 7, 11, and 18.
His enemies and his sins, these are the things, which are on David’s mind. In Psalm 25, he brings this before the LORD, i.e. before Him, who had made a covenant also with David. Clinging to intimate covenant relationship, David pours out his heart, whereby the guilt of his sins is weighing more heavily on his heart than the threat from the side of his enemies. 
It’s true people can make life hard for us. Even in the church, it can happen that there is hurt because of what people have done to us. Next, there can be physical afflictions – sickness, pain and all kind of other hurt, which at times can take the joy of faith away. In vs. 17 David mentions how the troubles of his heart have enlarged due to all kind of distress. He feels almost caught like in a net, vs. 15. Outward circumstances – difficulties in life – at times can indeed cloud our relationship with the LORD. Has the LORD forgotten me? Why this, why that, O LORD? At times, it can cause bitterness, even rebellion. We feel snowed under.
Yet, beloved, at times inward struggles may cause us to feel even more oppressed, especially when we think of the fact that so often we fail God. We feel worthless because of our sins. David thinks about his life, the sins even of his youth. Yes, how often do sins of our youth not haunt us later on in life, the temptations we struggled with, when we were still young; the times we could not be bothered to fight them. Sin can weigh heavily on our heart.
 In Psalm 25, sin weighs heavily also on David’s heart, “LORD, remember me, not according to my sins, but according Thy mercy.” (vs.7) Thus David keeps clinging to the LORD, “Show me Thy ways, O LORD, teach me Thy paths.” (vs. 4) God’s ways, God’s paths – yes on them David wants to walk, since vs. 10, “All the paths of the LORD are mercy and truth.” That’s how in the covenant relationship we have with the LORD, the LORD has made Himself known also to us in mercy and truth.  Mercy and truth – these are two key words in relation to the covenant, God has made with us. 
God is merciful, since He does not want the death of the sinner, but that he may turn to Him and live, fearing God, i.e. acknowledging God, trusting God, since God is reliable, i.e. truthful always. Hence, with Him we are safe. Safe, even when at times we have to travel through deep valleys, have to number very difficult days. Still, also then God’s paths are mercy and truth. How otherwise would we ever be able to cope and to travel onwards?
With God, we are safe, even when we think of our sins. Beloved what a great comfort this is!

In the series of the ABC of Faith, this morning we are dealing with the letter ‘F’, the F of fearing, fearing the LORD. In this first point of the sermon we are looking at how to fear the LORD is first of all rejoicing in His nearness; God’s nearness despite that we are not worthy of it. That’s why we speak about a covenant of grace. 
To fear the LORD – that is standing in awe of God’s greatness, of God’s goodness; standing in awe that God as the holy and the almighty one still wants to continue with us, despite the fact that on a daily basis we keep grieving Him with our sins and yet God’s mercies are new every morning. Yes then I stand in awe, in fear of God, not scared, but amazed that I still may rejoice in His nearness. 
In this context, I think again of that word of the Lord Jesus, saying to his disciples, John 15, 15, “...”  We should be careful, that this does not bring us on the same level as Jesus, the same level as God. Fear – also means respect, reverence and awe. When the Lord Jesus says, “I have called you friends,” in actual terms He is referring to that same intimate relationship to which also David refers in Psalm 25, 14. It is a relationship, in which we may warm ourselves in God’s special love, the covenantal love, as it received flesh and blood in Jesus Christ, the Saviour sent by God, to lay down His life for us, so that this relation could continue despite the sins there often are in our life.
“The secret of the LORD is with those who fear Him and He will show them His covenant.” In Mt. 11, 25, the Lord Jesus says, “...” These babes fear God, honour Him; they want to live their life in accordance with His will, at the same time knowing that daily they fall short in this and therefore are in need of forgiveness, which God will grant them on the basis of the perfect sacrifice of Christ.
II
From the first point of the sermon we learned, Br. & Sr., to fear the LORD first of all means rejoicing in God’s nearness with amazement and awe. Lord, who am I that Thou wilt still look upon me in Thy mercy. LORD, who am I that daily Thou art there for me, despite that I do not deserve it. LORD, I fear Thee, I stand in awe! 
But – and this brings us to the second point of this morning sermon – standing awe and thanking God, if it really comes from the heart, will also be translated in a desire to walk in God’s ways, in every step we do.

To walk with the LORD – to be able to do so we must know His ways. That’s why David prays in vs. 4 + 5a, “...” In vs. 9 it reads, “...” Willing to learn requires an attitude of humbleness. It means humbly accepting, “This is what the LORD says, says for my good!” 
Humble acceptance – this means we should not straightaway respond from our side with comments like, “What if...” or “This might be true, but...” Instead, let us humbly listen, realizing the LORD knows much better what is good for us than we often think is good for us. 

Back to vs. 14, the LORD wants to make know to us the secrets of His covenant, i.e. the secret how our life can flourish again, flourish like God intended it in the beginning before the fall into sin. God’s ways lead us back to Paradise. That’s the truth, even though we can’t always see it this way. So often, we think we know better, but in the meantime it leads us away from the LORD. Where this happens, in actual terms we no longer appreciate the love the LORD wants to show us. We are no longer appreciative of that intimate relationship the LORD wants to have with us.
“The secret of the LORD is with those who fear Him.” Beloved, do you fear the LORD, i.e. are you still appreciative of God’s love for you and do you also want to respond to this love of God in a way that is pleasing to Him? LORD, teach me, guide me! See that’s what our text is all about. To fear the LORD sincerely in that twofold way, i.e. standing in awe of God’s love towards us sinners, but then also having the desire to respond to that love by walking in God’s ways. To fear the LORD – somewhere I read an example, which in a beautiful way makes clear these two sides of fearing the LORD.
Say there is someone whom you deeply love from the heart or a person for whom you have deep respect, say your father, or someone else who is important to you. You will do everything to keep the relationship you have with this person healthy and good. You don’t want to think of the fact that through your fault this relationship would be ruined. This is the first aspect of ‘to fear’, being afraid of hurting that person of losing that person. 
Well, that’s how it should also be in our relationship with God. To fear God means, whenever through our sins we have grieved God, we want to restore that relationship by confessing our sins, asking God to have mercy on us. For, LORD, without Thee I cannot live. Well, that’s what we also read in Psalm 25. Vs. 7, “...”, vs. 11, “...”, and vs. 18, “...” LORD, I want to do Thy will, therefore show me Thy ways and teach me Thy paths, vs. 4.
There is a saying “Fear is a bad adviser!” As a Christian, you should not see dangers everywhere. It’s not good to live in such an anxious way. We may live in a relaxed way, without always being scared of God, who is a merciful God. At the same time however, to fear God means that in every little detail of my life, in every decision I make, in every move I make, I will think of God, always taking His will into account, so that I may walk in His ways, which is the second aspect of ‘to fear the LORD’.

Earlier on in the sermon, I spoke about the intimate relationship in which the LORD wants to live with us. Yet this also means we from our side should be keen too on being intimate with God. This too is part of the covenant relationship, in which God is our Father for Christ sake. Rejoicing in this relationship, I want to be close to Father, always.
The intimacy of this relationship is referred in our text by saying that the secret of the LORD is with those who fear Him, meaning God has confided in us by showing us His covenant, the plan of salvation in Jesus Christ, in whom God’s love towards us became flesh and blood. God confided in us, took us in the realm of His love, in which we now may warm ourselves each day again.

Well, beloved, likewise God wants us to confide in Him. How are we to do this? Let me try to make this practical. Warming ourselves in God’s love, we will never begin a day, without speaking to God. Never finish a day without Him, but instead in prayer we will bring our joys, our sorrows, our concerns before Father, sharing with Him what weighs heavily on our heart, as David does it in Psalm 25. This is what you can do with a person, who really cares for you. You can confide in him. 
Well, that’s how we may confide in God, who will always lend us a listening ear. In prayer, we may bring before Him every little detail of our life. Prayer is not only for the big problems we might struggle with, but also for the nitty gritty of everyday life, those little struggles and you name it. Would He to whom every hair of our head is valuable, for he has numbered them all – would this very same God not be interested in those – what we might call – only minor problems of our life and equally the little joys. See, that is living close to God. It’s what Scripture calls ‘walking with God’, like Enoch walked with God, Gen. 5, 24. When walking with a person, you talk along the way. Well, that’s how we may walk with God each day living close to Him also in prayer, speaking with God, at times having a good cry as well, opening your heart. 
Beloved, take time for this, take time for walking with God this way. That’s what in a very practical way it means ‘to fear God’, not being scared of God, but living close to God in an intimate relationship, marvelling each day that this is possible in and through Christ.
From ourselves we will never come to such a close relationship with God. Yet the LORD Himself through His Spirit will work this sincere love for Him in our hearts. It is the Holy Spirit, who will teach and help us to confide in God each day, in prayer and thanksgiving. Beloved, how wonderful that in this way we may live with God. It’s in practical terms what the covenant is all about. God is my Father and I am His child.

Coming back to the letter ‘F’ to which I allocated the active verb ‘to fear’, to fear the LORD – summarizing it in very simple terms it means living close to God without being scared or being afraid of God, but instead warming ourselves in God’s wonderful love each day anew, and even throughout sleepless nights. LORD, – says David in Psalm 25 – teach me to live this way all the days of my life.

One may wonder why it is so difficult for all of us, each day anew to simply live this way, close to God.  The problem is that so often sin gets in the way, throwing dark clouds on this intimate relationship, making us less appreciative of God’s love, often the result is that we start following the paths of our own heart’s desire, leading us away from God. 
David had experienced this in his own life as well; hence the prayer in the verses 4 + 5, “...” In this prayer, David clings to God. Please, LORD, hold on to me. LORD, let not go of me, despite the many sins there often are in my life. Show me Thy ways, teach me Thy paths, and make me understand Thy will for my life. Thou, who teachers sinners the way, vs. 8. 

It’s a miracle, beloved, that the LORD wants to do this, especially when we see that we only have to blame ourselves in cases where the relationship with God has become clouded. Yet the LORD holds on to us, bringing us back where He wants us, namely that we follow Him, in the paths of His Word. 
Following the LORD in His paths as forgiven sinners, who still may rejoice in God’s nearness and this because of Christ: Immanuel – God with us! 

Back to Psalm 25, 14, it is indeed only through Christ that we are able to say: the friendship of the LORD is with those who fear Him. It is only in and through Christ that God still wants to show us His covenant, the paths of salvation leading us home in the New Jerusalem.
Psalm 25, 15 speaks about the intimate relationship between God and us. God wants to be near to us, as He showed it in His Son, who became one of us. In our human nature, He brought the sacrifice, which was required so that from now on God will always be near. The point now is do we also want to be near, to be close to God. 
To be close to God and to feel close to Him as well takes energy, in the most literal sense of the word we have to make time for this and put effort into it, since it does not happen just automatically. To be close to God we need to seek Him in his Word. Back to what I have said so often half an hour a day quiet time for and with the LORD, reading his Word and meditating on it. Asking God, show me Thy ways, teach me Thy paths, help me to submit to Thy will and teach me to see that Thy paths are indeed good an upright always.
There is that children song, “Read your Bible, pray every day... and you will grow.” Grow also in closeness to God, by reading your Bible and praying, but then – as I read it somewhere – also in this order. Sometimes it seems that people find it easier to pray than to read the Bible. When you ask young people whether they daily read the Bible, they may say not daily, but I do pray daily. Strange that speaking with God seems to be easier than listening to God’s comforting voice as it comes to in Scripture.
To fear the LORD, beloved, starts with being willing to listen to God, rejoicing in His nearness, learning from God the paths He wants us to go. In general, we are not such good listeners. We like to talk, reasoning why nothing is wrong with this or with that. We think we know it. That’s how it often goes in our mutual relationships: quick to talk, slow to listen. Before the other has finished, we already butt in by saying, “I know, but....” 
I’m afraid that the same so easily can happen also in our relationship with God, not allowing God to speak to us, by taking time to read the Bible and quietly listen, asking ourselves the question, “What does the Lord teach me in these verses.” Praying like David, “LORD, show me Thy ways, teach me Thy paths.”
To fear the LORD, beloved, starts with listening, to open your Bible allowing God to make known to you His secrets, how He in Christ gave redemption also to you and me, sinners who did not deserve God’s love. When truly marvelling at so great a love for us sinners, the fruit will be that it becomes more and more our desire to keep that closeness by walking in God’s ways. 
See there, how the two aspects come together in a wonderful way as summarized in the theme and points of this morning’s sermon. To fear the LORD is rejoicing in His nearness and a fruit having the desire to walk in His ways.

Living close to the LORD this way, beloved, will indeed cause life to flourish. David speaks about this in the verses preceding our text, vss. 12 + 13, “...” This does not mean covenant children who live close to the LORD will never experience any grief, sorrow, or difficulty. Instead, even when afflicted with sorrows and hardships we may have the firm assurance God is still near; even then we may still warm ourselves in His wonderful love, assured that God’s grace will always be sufficient, giving still light, no matter how dark the valley we have to travel through might be. God is always near to those who fear Him, i.e. to those, who – no matter what the circumstances of life are – keep clinging to Him.

To bring it all together what fearing God is all about let close off with the example of Abraham. God confided in him, when he told Him what He was about to do to Sodom and Gomorrah. So intimate was the relationship between God and Abraham, no secrets. That’s Gen. 18. Yet there is also Gen 22, where Abraham is called to sacrifice His Son. Abraham obeyed. 

What a rebuke to our questionings of God’s dealings with us! Away with all doubting explanations of this for us incomprehensible scene. It was an object lesson for the ages to come. Angels were looking on.

Shall this man’s faith stand forever for the strength and help of all God’s people? Shall it be known through him that unfaltering faith will always prove the faithfulness of God?
Yes: and when faith has borne victoriously its uttermost test, the angel of the LORD – God’s Son not yet become flesh, the Lord Jesus Christ , in whom all God’s promises are yes and amen – spoke to Abraham, “Now I know that you fear God.”

Well, there you have it beloved. God confiding in Abraham, Gen. 18 – Abraham rejoicing in God’s nearness, daring to plead. Yet when he was asked, Abraham also showed willingness to walk in God’s ways, Gen. 22. Here are brought together exactly the two aspects on which we focused this morning.

May God help all of us in this way always to live close to Him, warming ourselves in God’s nearness each day anew, fearing the LORD, also by walking in His ways out of thankfulness for this wonderful love. Only in this way, beloved, life will truly flourish. In childlike faith, accept this. Simply, trust and obey! Yes, that’s what fearing the LORD is all about: trust and obey!
Amen
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