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Fear Is Not Sin

  by EDWARD T. WELCH ��������������������������

Our common understanding of fear is that it is sin, though not the 
worst of sins. It is a partial, sin-like kind of sin, and is worthy of only 
moderate or even no guilt. Fear is not on par with anger, and it is not a 
cause for church discipline. But it is still classified as sin. You can hear 
it in commentaries, in sermons on “do not be anxious,” and in church 
conversations. “Could you pray for my sin of anxiety?” I hear a version 
of this most every week. 

Once I was invited to talk about fear and anxiety on a radio pro-
gram. After a few minutes, the host declared that after he received the 
Spirit he was never anxious again. I responded that after I received the 
Spirit, I never had a day without some kind of anxiety. For the remainder 
of the program, he insisted that I could not really be a Christian and he 
evangelized me. 

The confusion about this topic is understandable. “Do not fear” is 
the most frequent command God gives in Scripture. On its face, the 
meaning seems unambiguous and straightforward: our fears must stop. 
It’s a matter of obedience. But there are biblical reasons to approach fears 
and anxieties without first assuming they involve disobedience. Confu-
sion here has consequences for our own souls and our care of others. 



8 FEAR IS NOT SIN | WELCH

My purpose here is to reflect on the question, “Is fear sin?” As the 
article’s title indicates, I believe it is not and I will discuss various biblical 
texts to make my case. Though I believe that fear is not sin, I also caution 
that, when we are afraid and anxious, we must be careful about what we 
do next. We can cry out to the Lord and grow in our knowledge of him, 
or we can live like those who have no hope.

A Command Is Not Always a Command
Though the words “do not be afraid” are in the imperative or command 
form, a command is not always a command. First, consider our common 
use of the phrase “don’t be afraid.” It is never considered a command. No 

reasonable person says “don’t be afraid” 
and expects the fearful person to com-
ply. We, of course, are not the Lord. He 
can command whatever he chooses. But 
a command like this from him would be 
most unexpected. It stands outside our 
human experience, and doesn’t make 
sense to us given who we know him to be. 

We had a family living with us and 
I had a nice relationship with their five-year-old son. One day we were 
playing in our backyard and I thought he might enjoy a walk through 
the woods that are right behind us. It would be an adventure. I put him 
on my shoulders and off we went. Within the first five steps, he began to 
cry. I responded, “Don’t be afraid. I am big and I will make sure you are 
safe.” It meant nothing to him, and he cried harder. But I didn’t inter-
pret it as rebellion. He was being a five-year-old. When we say “don’t 
be afraid” to our children, it is the equivalent of “I am here; everything 
will be okay.” If our children continue to cry, we don’t rebuke them. We 
hold them. 

Jesus seems to have a similar intent. When he approached a grieving 
widow in the village of Nain, “he had compassion on her and said to 
her, ‘Do not weep’” (Luke 7:13). His words, though technically in the 
imperative form, were not a command, but an expression of care and 
compassion. He did not require something of her. Throughout his min-
istry when Jesus said, “don’t be afraid” or “do not weep,” it meant that 
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something good was about to happen. He was going to help in a way 
that only he could. 

When Jesus approached a paralytic who had been brought to him, he 
said, “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven” (Matt 9:2). Here again, 
Jesus was not commanding him to be courageous; he was comforting 
him, especially in light of the healing he was about to do. Compare this 
with Jesus’ response to unconfessed sin and those who tested him. He 
might warn (Matt 23:13–29), grieve over their rebellion (Luke 13:34), 
or tell a story that silenced those who tested him (Luke 10:25–37). But 
he did not speak gentle words of comfort or consistently say, “I am with 
you.”

The command form in Greek1 can be used to present a request or to 
make an entreaty.2 It also includes a more moderate and softened version 
that is used in prayer. For example, the petitions in the Lord’s Prayer are 
in the imperative form (Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us 
our debts). But these petitions are not commands. Rather, they reveal 
our desires and intentions. 

A Desire Is Not Always a Sinful Desire
Underneath our fears and anxieties are personal desires that are at risk. 
We are anxious about a job interview because a poor interview jeopar-
dizes our financial future. We are anxious about the results of a biopsy 
because cancer can be life threatening. Fears identify what we want, what 
is important to us, and what we desire. If such desires are always wrong, 
fear is sinful. But such desires are not always wrong. 

The Old Testament has a firm category of natural, human desires. 
What is desired in a man is steadfast love. (Pro 19:22)
I am my beloved’s, and his desire is for me. (Song 7:10)
You satisfy the desire of the afflicted. (Is 58:10)

The Bible certainly has its warnings about misplaced and unleashed 
desires, but Scripture attests that to be human is to have desire.

1. Greek is the original language of the New Testament. 

2. E.g., Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1996), 487.
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