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Overview

• Fear during the pandemic
• General Context on Fear
• Scriptural and Theological 

context
• A consideration of 1 John 4



Fear during the 
pandemic as a result of:

Physical consequences: Sickness, death

Uncertainty about information: How can we protect 
ourselves? To mask or not mask? Where did it come 
from? Are vaccines safe?

Public health measures disrupted our relationships: 
Social distancing, no indoor meetings à heightened 
suspicion and isolation (does that other person have 
COVID?)



Some General Context

• Fear: One of the universal emotions 
(Paul Ekman: happiness, fear, 
sadness, contempt, disgust, anger, 
surprise)

• We are all born with two 
fundamental fears: 

Loud noises
Fear of falling

• There are other common fears –
e.g., snakes, insects, spiders, water, 
heights – but we learn these fears 
over time.



Two Levels to Fear

EMBODIED: VISCERAL RESPONSE TO AN 
IMMEDIATE THREAT

EXISTENTIAL: OUR REALITY BECOMES 
DISORDERED, DISRUPTED, AND 

CHALLENGED



What does Scripture have to say about 
fear? Actually, a lot
• In NRSV, the word “fear” (various tenses) appears 508 times
• “Afraid” 217 times
• “Do not be afraid” appears 70 times
• “Do not fear” 58 times

• The Biblical scholar, Walter Brueggemann, once stated the 
message of the Bible can be summed in two words: “Fear not”



What about “fear of the 
LORD”? 
• God is to be feared – revered, respected, obeyed -

because of God’s authority, power, and as the 
source of truth

• As a motivation to repentance: Jonathan Edwards’ 
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (1741)

• As the beginning of wisdom: “The fear of the LORD 
is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise 
wisdom and discipline” (Prov. 1:7)

• “Fear of the LORD” often evokes the experience of 
God as a stern and awesome father figure; 
emphasis on God’s strength and protection

The God that holds you over the pit of hell, 
much as one holds a spider…over the fire, 
abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked; his 

wrath towards you burns like fire…”



Considering 1 John 4:4-21

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; for many false prophets have gone out into 
the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, and 
every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. And this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is 
coming; and now it is already in the world. Little children, you are from God, and have conquered them; for the one who is in you is 
greater than the one who is in the world. They are from the world; therefore what they say is from the world, and the world listens to 
them. We are from God. Whoever knows God listens to us, and whoever is not from God does not listen to us. From this we know the
spirit of truth and the spirit of error.

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not 
love does not know God, for God is love. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that 
we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for 
our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one 
another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us.

By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. And we have seen and do testify that the 
Father has sent his Son as the Savior of the world. God abides in those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in 
God. So we have known and believe the love that God has for us.

God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we
may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. 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. We love because he first loved 
us. Those who say, “I love God,” and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister[d] whom 
they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must 
love their brothers and sisters[e] also.



“Perfect love casts out fear”

• Context of bad theology

• The response to fear: perfect love –
can include courage or bravery – but 
the emphasis here is compassion 
and presence to others

• 1 John 4 is about God’s hospitality, 
stretched out to us and others: “God 
is love, and those who abide in love 
abide in God, and God abides in 
them”

(Artwork by Jennifer Bloom of Radici Studios)



Journal and discussion questions
1. What did pandemic “fear” look like for 
you? (Pick 1-2)

Worry 

Sleep problems 

Panic/ Agitation

Confusion 

Sadness 

Feeling irritable or edgy

Fear of the future

Overwhelm (work, kids, household)

Anxiety

Shutting down 

Other

2. Then and now, where are you?

On a scale of 1-10  (1 being very mild and 10 
severe), rate your level of pandemic 
fear/distress from 

1-10. How would you rate your distress in 
2021?

3. Looking back, how was God present in your 
life and struggle during the pandemic? How is 
or was the phrase, “Perfect love casts out fear” 
present in your life?

4. Looking forward: how can we pray for you 
and your family?


