Heart of Worship, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 9: Reverence and Godly Fear
Hebrews 12:28-29
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

The doctrinal matter in this lesson is the reverence and godly fear that belong to acceptable
worship, even, and especially, under the new covenant of grace. The writer of Hebrews has
contrasted Sinai and Zion, terror and welcome, the old approach and the new. Yet his conclusion
is not that grace makes God casual to approach, but that gratitude for an unshakable kingdom
should lead us to worship with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire. Help your
class hold these together: the warmth of confident access and the trembling reverence due to a
holy God.

Be ready to correct two opposite distortions. One loses the holiness of God in a flood of easy
familiarity, treating worship as casual and God as a comfortable friend with no awe attached.
The other loses the grace of God in a cowering dread that never dares to draw near. The new
covenant gives us both: real, confident access through the blood of Jesus, and real, deep
reverence before a God who has not become less holy. Present this not as a contradiction but as
the proper shape of Christian worship, glad and reverent at once.

This lesson is deeply formational, because reverence has grown faint in much of modern
worship, including our own hearts. The aim is not to manufacture dread but to recover a true
sense of the holiness and majesty of the God we approach, so that our worship regains its
weight and wonder. Help your students see that reverence and confidence are not enemies, and
lead them toward worship that is both warmly grateful and profoundly reverent before the
consuming fire who is also their Father.

Question 1
Student Question:

The writer urges us to worship “with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire” (vv.
28-29). What does it mean that the God we worship is a consuming fire, and why does that truth
call for reverence even under the new covenant of grace?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin with the arresting image: our God is a consuming fire. The writer draws on the language of
Deuteronomy to remind us that the God of grace is also a God of blazing holiness. His holiness
has not diminished because we now come through Christ.



Explain what the image conveys. Fire is beautiful and warming, but also pure and dangerous; it
consumes what is unholy. To say God is a consuming fire is to say he is utterly holy, not to be
approached carelessly, even by those he loves.

Apply it. Reverence is the fitting response to such a God. Under the new covenant we draw near,
but we draw near to the Holy One. Encourage the class to let the truth of God’s holiness restore
weight and awe to their worship.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e God as a consuming fire, utterly holy (Hebrews 12:29).

* The holiness of God undiminished under the new covenant.
e Reverence as the fitting response to a holy God.

¢ Drawing near to the Holy One through Christ.

Discussion Prompts

e What does it mean that our God is a consuming fire?
¢  Why does God'’s holiness call for reverence even under grace?
e How might this image restore weight to our worship?

Question 2
Student Question:

It is easy for familiarity with God to slide into casualness. Where has your own approach to God
in worship become too casual, treating the holy as ordinary? What might it look like to recover a
fitting reverence in the way you come to him?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Make casualness personal. Familiarity is a gift, but it can curdle into casualness, treating the holy
as ordinary, approaching God with less care than we would give an important human encounter.

Help students notice the drift. Casualness shows up in distracted, careless, or flippant worship,
in coming unprepared, in treating the assembly as merely social. None of these fit the God who
is a consuming fire.

Point toward recovery. Reverence can be cultivated: preparing the heart, coming with attention,
remembering whom we address. Encourage one concrete way to treat the holy as holy again,
without lapsing into cold formality.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The slide from familiarity into casualness with God.
¢ Treating the holy as ordinary as a loss of reverence.



® Reverence cultivated through preparation and attention.
e Recovering awe without lapsing into cold formality.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Where has your approach to God become too casual?
*  How does casualness show itself in worship?
e What would help you treat the holy as holy again?

Question 3
Student Question:

The command to reverence comes right after the reminder that we have “received a kingdom
that cannot be shaken” (v. 28). Why does the writer ground our worship in gratitude for an
unshakable kingdom, and how does grateful joy actually belong together with reverent fear
rather than against it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Note the order of the verse. Reverent worship is grounded in gratitude for receiving an
unshakable kingdom. Awe and thankfulness are not rivals here; they spring from the same
source, the greatness of what God has given.

Explain the union. The more we grasp the magnitude of our salvation, an unshakable kingdom,
access to God, the blood of Christ, the more both gratitude and reverence grow. A small view of
grace produces neither; a large view produces both.

Apply it. Encourage students to let gratitude deepen their reverence. Awe is not the enemy of
joy; the most joyful worshipers are often the most reverent, because they see clearly the
greatness of the God who saved them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Reverent worship grounded in gratitude for an unshakable kingdom (Hebrews 12:28).
e  Gratitude and reverence springing from the same source.

e Alarge view of grace producing both joy and awe.

e Awe and joy as companions, not rivals, in worship.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does the writer ground reverence in gratitude?
e How do thankfulness and holy fear belong together?
¢ How does a bigger view of grace deepen both joy and reverence?

Question 4



Student Question:

The passage calls for both gratitude and awe at the same time. Which of these is more lacking in
your own worship right now, a glad thankfulness or a holy reverence, and how could you grow in
the one you tend to neglect?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Turn the union into self-examination. The passage calls for gratitude and awe together. Most of
us lean one way, strong in thankfulness but thin on reverence, or sober in reverence but short
on joy.

Help students diagnose without shame. Naming which we lack is the path to a fuller worship.
The goal is not to trade one for the other but to grow in the one we neglect until both are
strong.

Offer a step. The grateful but casual worshiper grows by meditating on God'’s holiness; the
reverent but joyless worshiper grows by rehearsing the grace they have received. Encourage
one concrete move toward the missing side.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The call to gratitude and awe together in worship.

e Self-knowledge about which we tend to neglect.

e  Growth toward fullness rather than trading one for the other.
¢ Meditation on holiness and on grace as remedies.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Which is more lacking in your worship, gladness or reverence?
¢ How could you grow in the one you tend to neglect?
e Why is the goal both, rather than one at the expense of the other?

Question 5
Student Question:

The wider passage contrasts Mount Sinai, where Israel trembled and was kept at a distance,
with Mount Zion, the city of grace to which Christians have come (vv. 18-24). How does the new
covenant change the way we approach God, and yet why does it not lessen his holiness?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Unfold the two mountains. Sinai represents the old approach: fire, terror, boundaries, a people
kept at a distance and trembling. Zion represents the new: the city of the living God, joyful



angels, the church, the blood of Jesus that speaks better than Abel’s. We have come to grace,
not to terror.

Explain what changes. Through Christ we now have confident access; the veil is opened, the
distance closed. We are not kept at the foot of a forbidding mountain but welcomed into the
city of God. This is the glory of the new covenant.

Hold the balance. Yet the writer immediately adds that God is still a consuming fire. The
approach has changed; the God approached has not. Grace gives us access to the same holy
God, now reconciled to us in Christ. Nearer, yes, but never less holy.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* The contrast between Sinai and Zion (Hebrews 12:18-24).

e Confident access to God through the blood of Christ.

¢ The new covenant closing the distance the old maintained.

e God’s holiness unchanged though our approach has changed.

Discussion Prompts

¢ How does the new covenant change our approach to God?
¢ Why does grace not make God any less holy?
e  What is the glory of coming to Zion rather than Sinai?

Question 6
Student Question:

Under the new covenant we are invited to draw near with confidence, yet many believers swing
to one of two extremes: cowering dread or careless familiarity. Which extreme are you more
prone to, and how does this passage call you back toward a reverent confidence?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Name the two extremes. Some believers cower in dread, never daring to enjoy the access Christ
purchased; others grow so familiar that reverence evaporates. Both miss the balance of the
passage.

Help students locate themselves. Ask which way they lean. The fearful need to hear the
invitation to draw near with confidence; the casual need to recover the awe due to a consuming
fire.

Point to reverent confidence as the goal. The new covenant calls us to come boldly and to come
reverently, as dearly loved children approaching a holy and glorious Father. Encourage a step
back toward the balance from whichever side they have drifted.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* The two extremes of cowering dread and careless familiarity.
¢ Confident access as the remedy for needless dread.

e Reverence as the remedy for casual familiarity.

e Reverent confidence as the shape of Christian worship.

Discussion Prompts

*  Which extreme are you more prone to, dread or casualness?
¢ How does this passage call you back toward the balance?
¢ What does reverent confidence look like in practice?

Question 7
Student Question:

The writer says our worship is to be “acceptable” to God, offered with reverence and awe (v. 28).
What does it tell us that worship can be more or less acceptable to God, and how does reverence
shape worship that pleases him?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Highlight the word acceptable. The writer assumes that worship can be acceptable or
unacceptable to God, and that reverence is part of what makes it acceptable. Not all worship
pleases God equally.

Explain the role of reverence. Worship offered carelessly, without regard for God’s holiness, falls
short of what he seeks. Reverence honors God as God, and worship that honors him rightly is
the worship he receives with pleasure.

Apply it. This should sober and motivate us. We are not merely performing a routine; we are
offering worship to a holy God who weighs it. Encourage the class to aim at acceptable worship,
marked by the reverence this passage commands.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Worship that can be more or less acceptable to God (Hebrews 12:28).
® Reverence as part of what makes worship acceptable.

¢ Honoring God as God in the way we worship.

*  Worship offered to a holy God who weighs it.

Discussion Prompts

e What does it tell us that worship can be acceptable or not?
¢ How does reverence shape worship that pleases God?



¢ How should this truth sober and motivate our worship?
Question 8
Student Question:

Reverence is not only a feeling but a way of approaching God that affects how we prepare, how
we behave, and how we engage in worship. What is one concrete way you could show greater
reverence for God in the assembly and in your private worship this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Move reverence from feeling to practice. Reverence is not only an inner awe but a way of
approaching God that shapes how we prepare, behave, and engage. It shows in the seriousness
and care we bring.

Offer concrete expressions. Preparing the heart before worship, coming attentive rather than
distracted, engaging fully in song and prayer and the Supper, conducting ourselves with care in
the assembly, all express reverence in tangible ways.

Press for one step. Ask each person to name one concrete way they will show greater reverence
this week, in the assembly and in private worship. Reverence grows as it is practiced, not merely
felt.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® Reverence expressed in how we prepare, behave, and engage.
¢ Tangible practices that honor God'’s holiness.

e Care and seriousness in approaching God.

® Reverence cultivated through practice, not only feeling.

Discussion Prompts

e  What is one concrete way to show greater reverence in worship?
¢ How does reverence shape the way you prepare and engage?
¢ How can private worship express reverence as well?

Question 9
Student Question:

This passage holds two truths together that we are tempted to separate: we worship with
grateful confidence, having received an unshakable kingdom through Christ, and we worship
with reverence and godly fear, “for our God is a consuming fire.” Why is it spiritually dangerous
to keep only one of these, either a fearful God with no grace, or a gracious God with no holiness?



How does the new covenant give us both glad, confident access and deep reverence, and why
must true worship hold them together?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal heart of the lesson, so let the tension stand. The passage holds two truths
together: grateful, confident access to an unshakable kingdom through Christ, and reverent,
godly fear before a God who is a consuming fire. Both are true at once, and the health of our
worship depends on keeping them together.

Show the danger of keeping only one. A God of fear with no grace drives us to despair or to
cowering distance; this was the terror of Sinai without the welcome of Zion. A God of grace with
no holiness breeds casual, presumptuous worship that no longer trembles at anything; this is
grace cheapened into license. Each half, torn from the other, distorts God and corrupts worship.

Show how the new covenant gives both. Through the blood of Jesus we have real access, closer
than Israel ever knew, welcomed as children into the city of God. And the God we approach so
freely remains utterly holy, a consuming fire. Grace did not lower God’s holiness; it opened a
way for holy God and sinful people to meet, in Christ. So we come boldly and we come
trembling, glad and reverent at once.

Bring it home. Help your class refuse the false choice. The most mature worship is not a
compromise halfway between fear and confidence, but the full presence of both: deep
reverence and glad assurance, held together by the cross. Encourage them to worship as those
who know both the holiness and the grace of God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Grateful confidence and reverent fear held together in worship (Hebrews 12:28-29).
¢ The danger of a fearful God with no grace.

¢ The danger of a gracious God with no holiness.

e The new covenant giving both real access and deep reverence.

® Grace opening a way for holy God and sinful people to meet in Christ.

*  Mature worship as the full presence of both reverence and assurance.

Discussion Prompts

e Why is it dangerous to keep only the fear or only the grace?
¢  How does the new covenant give us both access and reverence?
e Why must true worship hold these two together?

Question 10

Student Question:



Look back over the two mountains and the call that follows: an unshakable kingdom received
with gratitude, and a holy God worshiped with reverence and awe. Name one specific way Christ
is calling you to recover reverence in your worship without losing your confidence in his grace,
and one concrete step you will take this week to approach God as both your Father and a
consuming fire.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Gather the two mountains and the call that follows: an unshakable kingdom received with
gratitude, a holy God worshiped with reverence and awe. Ask students where reverence has
grown faint and how Christ is calling them to recover it.

Press for one concrete step that keeps the balance. The aim is not to trade confidence for dread
but to add reverence to confidence, approaching God as both Father and consuming fire.

End at the cross, where holiness and grace meet. Because Jesus’ blood speaks a better word, we
may draw near to the consuming fire and not be consumed. Encourage the class to worship this
week with both trembling reverence and glad assurance, as those welcomed by grace into the
presence of the Holy One.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® Recovering reverence without losing confidence in grace.

e Approaching God as both Father and consuming fire.

e The cross as the meeting place of holiness and grace.

¢ Worship marked by both trembling reverence and glad assurance.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Where has reverence grown faint in your worship?
¢ What one step will you take to recover awe without losing confidence?
* How does the cross let you draw near to the consuming fire unafraid?



