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The Fear of God 
SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

 

Of all the things Scripture asks of us, perhaps none is more misunderstood than the fear of God. The 
phrase comes to our modern ears with a cold edge, as though the Lord expected us to approach Him 
trembling, looking over our shoulder, half expecting to be struck down. This is not at all what the Bible 
means, and it is not at all what the saints have taught us. The fear of God, in the Christian tradition, is 
the warmest and most grown-up posture a soul can take before its Creator. It is the reverence of a child 
who has come to understand, truly, how beloved he is — and who has also come to understand, truly, 
Whom he is speaking to when he speaks to God. It is a fear that makes us tender, not rigid. It is the 
beginning of wisdom, as Scripture says more than once, and it is the fountain out of which every other 
virtue of the servant's life quietly flows. In this lesson we will sit with the Lord's own words about holy 
fear, listen to the Fathers who discovered its sweetness, and find that what we feared about the fear of 
God was simply what the enemy wanted us to fear. The reality is gentler, richer, and more life-giving 
than any of us expected. 

A Fear That Is Not Dread 

Before we can learn what the fear of God is, we must quickly set aside what it is not. It is not the fear of 
a child before a harsh father. It is not the fear of a servant before a capricious master. It is not the fear 
of an accused man before a judge from whom he expects no mercy. Our tender God has been clearer 
with us about His heart than perhaps about any other subject. He does not want His children to come 
to Him afraid of Him. 

“For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound 
mind.”  (2 Timothy 1:7, NKJV) 

And yet, in the same Scriptures, we are told over and over that the fear of God is the beginning of 
wisdom, the fountain of life, the secret of the Lord's friendship. The two things are not a contradiction. 
They are a gentle invitation into a distinction the Fathers loved — the distinction between slavish fear, 
which the Lord never asks of us, and filial fear, which He lovingly forms in us. 

Slavish fear flees from God. Filial fear flees toward Him. Slavish fear asks, What will happen to me if I 
displease Him? Filial fear asks, How could I ever willingly grieve the heart of the One who loves me this 
much? The first is the posture of someone who has not yet understood the Gospel. The second is the 
posture of someone who has finally understood the Gospel all the way down. 

St. John Chrysostom draws the line with his usual warmth: 

“There is a fear that drives away, and there is a fear that draws near. The first belongs 
to the slave; the second belongs to the son. The one keeps us at a distance; the other 
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will not let us rest until we are in His arms.”  — St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on 
Romans, XV 

The fear of God, in its Christian meaning, is the fear that will not let us rest until we are in His arms. 
That is where we want to start. 

The Beginning of Wisdom 

Scripture is beautifully consistent about where wisdom starts. It does not start in our cleverness. It 
does not start in our education. It does not start in the effort of our own mind. It starts in a single, 
humbling posture, and every book of the Old Testament wisdom tradition repeats the same sentence 
almost verbatim: 

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and 
instruction.”  (Proverbs 1:7, NKJV) 

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One 
is understanding.”  (Proverbs 9:10, NKJV) 

The repetition is deliberate. The Holy Spirit is not being redundant; He is being patient with us. Every 
serious knowing of God begins in the same place — in the quiet, reverent, awakened awareness that 
the One we are trying to know is incomparably greater than we are, and that we are standing on holy 
ground whenever we open the Scriptures, whenever we approach the Cup, whenever we speak His 
name at all. 

And the fruit of that reverence is not constriction. It is the opposite. It is life: 

“The fear of the LORD is a fountain of life, to turn one away from the snares of death.”  
(Proverbs 14:27, NKJV) 

A fountain. The image is tender and generative. A soul who has learned holy fear is not a soul who has 
shrunk; he is a soul who has been put in contact with the source of everything living. He has become 
permeable to God. He has stopped trying to impress the Almighty and has begun, at last, to be formed 
by Him. 

St. Basil the Great, preaching to a congregation who had perhaps heard too many sermons confusing 
fear with dread, spoke of the two faces of holy fear with characteristic clarity: 

“The fear of God has two effects. It keeps us from the evil we would have done without 
it, and it pushes us gently forward into the good we would have neglected. It is both 
the wall around the garden and the rain that waters it.”  — St. Basil the Great, Homily 
on Psalm 33 

Wall and rain. Protection and nourishment. The servant who has learned to live inside that fear is a 
servant who is safe and alive at the same time. 
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Three Postures Before the Same God 

The Fathers of the desert noticed that souls tend to approach God from one of three postures over the 
course of a lifetime, and each posture carries its own kind of fear. The three are not competing; they 
are stages of growth. None of us is asked to skip them, and every one of us, with patience, can pass 
through them. 

The first posture is the slave. The slave avoids sin because he is afraid of punishment. This is not a 
noble motivation, but it is a real one, and the Lord, in His kindness, does not despise it. Many of us first 
came back to confession because we were frightened. Many of us first stopped a sin because we were 
frightened. The Lord took our slave-fear and honored it. He did not shame us for starting there. 

The second posture is the hireling. The hireling avoids sin because he is hoping for reward. Again, not a 
noble posture, but a real one, and the Lord again works with it. Many of us have prayed more faithfully 
because we hoped for a clear season, or gave more generously because we hoped for blessing. These 
are small, honest motives, and the Lord used them to move us forward. 

The third posture, and the one holy fear finally produces in us, is the son. The son avoids sin because 
he cannot bear to grieve the Father who loves him. His fear is no longer about himself at all. It is about 
the Person whom he has come to know. This is the only fear that lasts, and it is the fear Scripture calls 
the beginning of wisdom. 

St. Dorotheos of Gaza, whose fourth discourse on the fear of God has shaped every monastic 
generation since, draws the image precisely: 

“At the beginning a man serves God from fear of hell; this is the fear of a slave. 
Afterward, he serves Him for the sake of reward; this is the fear of a hireling. But in the 
end, he serves Him out of love for the good itself; this is the fear of a son. And this is the 
fear the Lord calls blessed.”  — St. Dorotheos of Gaza, Discourse IV, On the Fear of God 

We should not be embarrassed about the posture we are currently in. Most of us are still somewhere 
between the hireling and the son, on a given Tuesday afternoon. The point is not to pretend we are 
already a son. The point is to keep walking toward the Father, and to let Him, in His patience, draw us 
up through each posture until at last the fear that remains is nothing but the tender, wordless 
reverence of a child in the presence of a beloved Parent. 

Perfect Love Casts Out Fear 

Some of us have read the Scriptures and noticed, with a small puzzle in the heart, that while the Old 
Testament seems to exalt the fear of God, the beloved disciple in the New Testament seems almost to 
contradict it: 

“There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves torment. 
But he who fears has not been made perfect in love.”  (1 John 4:18, NKJV) 
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The Fathers, who knew this verse as well as they knew the Proverbs, were never troubled by the 
supposed tension. St. John is simply drawing the final end of the road the Proverbs pointed toward. 
The fear that involves torment — the slavish fear, the dread, the anxious avoidance of a God felt as 
threat — that fear is swallowed up in love. It has to be. No one who has understood how loved he is by 
the Father can go on fearing Him in the slavish sense. It becomes impossible. 

But filial fear — the reverence of the son, the tender awe of the child who stands in wonder before the 
goodness of his Father — that fear is not cast out by love. That fear is love's most mature expression. 
The one who loves most is the one who reveres most. The seraphim, who are closer to the Throne than 
any creature, are the ones who cover their faces and cry Holy without ceasing. Their awe is not the 
opposite of their love. It is the shape their love has taken now that they have seen the One they love. 

St. Gregory of Nyssa puts the whole thing in a single sentence worth carrying: 

“The fear that is cast out is the fear of the stranger. The fear that remains is the wonder 
of the friend. Love does not empty the soul of reverence; it fills the soul with the only 
reverence worth keeping.”  — St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on the Beatitudes, VII 

The more we come to love God, the more we revere Him. And the more we revere Him, the more 
tender our love becomes. The two do not cancel each other. They grow together, the way breath and 
song grow together in a human voice. 

The Servant's Daily Safeguard 

There is a practical pastoral reason the Church has always tended so carefully to the fear of God in the 
lives of her servants. The work of ministry places us repeatedly in situations where small compromises 
are possible and nobody would notice. A quiet exaggeration in a testimony, a shaded truth in a report 
to a committee, a personal preference dressed up as a theological conviction, a subtle unkindness in 
speaking of a fellow servant behind his back — none of these things will ever be reported in the parish 
bulletin. But all of them, untended, slowly hollow out a servant. The fear of God is the invisible 
guardrail that keeps them from happening. 

“Knowing, therefore, the terror of the Lord, we persuade men; but we are well known 
to God, and I also trust are well known in your consciences.”  (2 Corinthians 5:11, 
NKJV) 

St. Paul, writing to the Corinthians about his own integrity as a minister of the Gospel, tucks the fear of 
God quietly into the middle of the sentence. He is not trying to manipulate them with it. He is simply 
confessing that he lives under the awareness of a God who sees all things, and that this awareness is 
the very reason his service has been, over long years, undimmed by the ordinary compromises he 
could have made. The fear of the Lord kept him honest where no one else would have known. 

Later in the same letter, he gives the Corinthians a pastoral summary they could have hung in every 
Sunday school classroom: 
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“Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness 
of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God.”  (2 Corinthians 7:1, NKJV) 

Holiness is perfected in the fear of God. Not by grit, not by willpower, not by clever technique, not by 
checklists — by the living, reverent, grateful awareness that the One who watches us loves us, and that 
we have no wish to grieve Him. That awareness, kept alive by prayer and by the sacraments, is enough 
to keep a servant straight through seasons in which he would not otherwise remain standing. 

St. Isaac the Syrian, writing out of his long experience of both falling and being raised, left a sentence 
that any servant can paste inside the cover of his prayer book: 

“The fear of God is the servant's invisible companion. When it is with him, he cannot 
lose his way. When he has silenced it, every path looks equally reasonable, and that is 
precisely when he is in the greatest danger.”  — St. Isaac the Syrian, Ascetical 
Homilies, LXVII 

The invisible companion. He does not shout. He does not nag. He simply walks beside us, and his 
presence steadies our gait. 

A Day Lived in the Light of That Fear 

What does it actually look like, in the ordinary life of a servant, to walk in the fear of God? Not dramatic 
things. Not spectacular things. The fear of God, once received, expresses itself in the smallest corners 
of the day, and that is where the Holy Spirit prefers to do His deepest work. 

It looks like slowing down before the icon in the morning because we remember Whose face we are 
standing before. It looks like a quiet pause before we answer an impatient message, because we know 
the Lord is listening to the words that come out of us. It looks like choosing the harder word with a 
beloved brother because we fear to speak a convenient lie to him more than we fear his reaction. It 
looks like a reverent silence in the presence of the Mysteries. It looks like our treatment of the poor, 
because we have remembered what the Lord said about the least of these. It looks like the prayer we 
say at the end of a day when we have not been at our best — a prayer offered not in terror but in the 
tenderness of a child who has come home. 

The Lord's own mother gave us the purest picture of a life lived in holy fear in the Magnificat. She does 
not cringe. She does not grovel. She magnifies: 

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior. For He has 
regarded the lowly state of His maidservant… For He who is mighty has done great 
things for me, and holy is His name. And His mercy is on those who fear Him from 
generation to generation.”  (Luke 1:46–50, NKJV) 

His mercy is on those who fear Him. The two belong together. The more we receive His mercy, the 
more we fear Him; the more we fear Him, the more we receive His mercy. The Mother of God stands at 
the center of that beautiful circle, and she invites us to stand there with her. 
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May the Lord who is both Father and King teach us to revere Him as the Mother of God revered Him — 
with a love that bows, and a bowing that loves. May He form in us the fear that is the beginning of 
wisdom and the fountain of life, and may He let that fear be the quiet companion of every hour of our 
service. And may He, in His mercy, lead us from the fear of the slave, through the fear of the hireling, 
into the fear of the son — until at last the only thing we fear, anywhere in this world, is to grieve the 
heart of the One who has loved us with an everlasting love. 

  

Review Questions 

1.  The Christian tradition distinguishes between slavish fear and filial fear. Where do we each 
recognize ourselves most — in the fear of the slave, the fear of the hireling, or the fear of the 
son — in this present season of our service? What would it look like to be drawn one step 
further into filial fear this year? 

2.  Scripture calls the fear of the Lord 'the beginning of wisdom' (Proverbs 9:10) and 'a fountain of 
life' (Proverbs 14:27). How does this reframing change the way we speak about the fear of God 
to those we serve — especially to children and young believers who may have inherited a 
caricature of it? 

3.  St. John writes, 'perfect love casts out fear' (1 John 4:18). How does the Fathers' distinction 
between the fear cast out and the fear that remains help us hold 1 John 4:18 together with 
Proverbs 9:10 without tension? 

4.  St. Paul says that holiness is 'perfected in the fear of God' (2 Corinthians 7:1). What are the 
small, invisible compromises of our own ministry that the fear of God would quietly prevent, 
and where do we sense the Lord asking us to raise the guardrail this month? 

5.  The Theotokos in the Magnificat (Luke 1:46–50) gives us the clearest portrait of a life lived in 
holy fear. Which feature of her Magnificat — its lowliness, its magnification, its confidence in 
mercy — most corrects our own picture of the fear of God, and how can we bring that 
correction into tomorrow's prayer? 

  

Books & References 

Scripture: Proverbs 1:7; Proverbs 9:10; Proverbs 14:27; Ecclesiastes 12:13; 2 Timothy 1:7; 2 
Corinthians 5:11; 2 Corinthians 7:1; 1 John 4:18; Luke 1:46–50; Psalm 34:11; Hebrews 12:28 (NKJV 
throughout) 

Further Reading: 

•  St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on Romans, especially Homily XV (on slavish vs. filial fear). 
•  St. Basil the Great, Homily on Psalm 33 (the two effects of holy fear). 
•  St. Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on the Beatitudes, VII (reverence as the shape of love). 
•  St. Dorotheos of Gaza, Discourses, IV (On the Fear of God). 
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•  St. Isaac the Syrian, Ascetical Homilies (the fear of God as the servant's companion). 
•  St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent (on the ascent through fear to love). 

All Scripture quotations in this lesson are from the New King James Version (NKJV). 

  

Lesson Notes 
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Being Filled with the Holy Spirit 
SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

 

Our Lord did not send His disciples into the world with only a teaching. He sent them with a Person. 
The Holy Spirit, poured out upon the Church at Pentecost, is not one more gift among many; He is the 
Gift that makes every other gift come alive. Without Him, the Scriptures remain ink on a page; with 
Him, they become living water. Without Him, the Eucharist remains bread and wine; with Him, it 
becomes the Body and Blood of Christ. Without Him, our service is kindly human effort; with Him, it 
becomes a vessel for the very life of God reaching souls who could not be reached any other way. Every 
servant who is going to last must learn, gently and deliberately, to be filled with the Spirit — not as a 
one-time event but as the steady breathing of the Christian life. In this lesson we will sit with the 
promise our Lord gave us before He ascended, we will watch the first disciples receive what He 
promised, and we will learn from Scripture and the Fathers how the servant today still stands in the 
same upper room, lifts the same prayer, and is filled with the same Spirit who has never stopped being 
given. 

The Gift Our Lord Refused to Leave Us Without 

On the night before His passion, our Lord spoke to His disciples about a parting He Himself found 
difficult. He did not hide His tenderness from them. He knew they were not ready to be left alone, and 
He had no intention of leaving them alone. He comforted them with a promise that has steadied the 
whole Church ever since: 

“I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you.”  (John 14:18, NKJV) 

He was not speaking only about the forty days of resurrection appearances. He was pointing forward 
to the day when, bodily ascended to the Father, He would send the Holy Spirit to dwell within His 
disciples for the rest of time. Just a few verses earlier He had named the Gift by name: 

“And I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide 
with you forever — the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it 
neither sees Him nor knows Him; but you know Him, for He dwells with you and will be 
in you.”  (John 14:16–17, NKJV) 

Every word is tender. Another Helper, like Christ Himself in His helping. Forever, not for a season. The 
Spirit of truth, who will keep His disciples from drifting into their own imaginings. Dwells with you and 
will be in you — a move of nearness from outside to inside, from companion beside them to life within 
them. This was the plan all along. Our Lord did not die merely to deliver us from sin; He died, rose, and 
ascended so that His own Spirit could live inside His people and form them, from the inside out, into 
the likeness of the Son. 
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St. Athanasius, defending this very doctrine against those who wished to reduce the Spirit to 
something less, wrote with the plainness of a man who had touched the truth personally: 

“The Son was sent so that we might receive the Spirit, and the Spirit is given so that we 
may live the life of the Son. What the Son has accomplished for us outside of us, the 
Spirit accomplishes in us within. They do not compete, for what the One has wrought in 
flesh the Other writes upon the heart.”  — St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion, I 

Outside of us, and in us. This is the whole economy of the Gospel in miniature. The servant who misses 
the second half has only half the Gospel. The Lord did not want us to stop at Calvary; He wanted us to 
come all the way to Pentecost, where the fruit of Calvary is placed into the very marrow of our souls. 

The First Filling and Its Pattern 

Fifty days after Pascha, what our Lord had promised was given. The scene is one the Church has 
celebrated every year since, and every year we do well to sit with it again: 

“When the Day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all with one accord in one place. 
And suddenly there came a sound from heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it 
filled the whole house where they were sitting. Then there appeared to them divided 
tongues, as of fire, and one sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the 
Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.”  
(Acts 2:1–4, NKJV) 

The details are not decorative. Each one tells us something about how the Spirit fills us still. They were 
all with one accord. The first filling came to a praying community, not to a solitary genius. The Spirit 
loves unity, and He rests most readily on disciples who have set aside their disagreements and come to 
the same room. They were all in one place. The Spirit came to those who had gathered where He had 
been expected to come; they were not scattered elsewhere doing their own business. The sound came 
from heaven. The initiative was God's, not theirs; they could not have manufactured what they 
received. The tongues rested on each of them. The Spirit is given personally, not as a general 
atmosphere over the Church, but as a flame resting on the head of each individual member of her. 

And the result was that they were filled. Not emptied. Not erased. Not overridden. Filled. Each disciple 
remained himself — Peter, impetuous and honest; John, beloved and quiet; Matthew, careful and 
watchful — and yet each was now the vessel of a life infinitely greater than his own personality. This is 
always what the Spirit does when He fills a soul. He does not replace us. He makes us more fully who 
we were meant to be in the first place. 

St. Cyril of Alexandria, preaching on this text to a congregation in Egypt that knew in its bones the 
difference between a dead religion and a living one, said it with characteristic precision: 

“The Spirit does not erase what He enters; He makes it shine. The flame that rested on 
St. Peter did not abolish Peter — it set Peter on fire. So also in us: every gift we possess, 
every temperament, every weakness, is offered to the Spirit not for destruction but for 

 

75 



1.2 SOURCES OF STRENGTH

 

transfiguration.”  — St. Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on the Gospel of John, on 
John 14 

The whole servant, handed to the Spirit, becomes the whole servant on fire. Nothing of us is wasted; 
everything of us is set alight. 

Be Filled — A Continuous Invitation 

Pentecost was a once-in-history event in its dramatic form, but the filling of the Spirit is not a 
once-in-history event in the life of a Christian. The New Testament writers speak of this filling in the 
present tense, as an ongoing reality that every disciple is called into again and again. St. Paul 
commands it directly: 

“And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit, 
speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making 
melody in your heart to the Lord.”  (Ephesians 5:18–19, NKJV) 

The Greek verb is in the present continuous — keep on being filled. St. Paul is not addressing this to 
people who have never received the Spirit; he is writing to baptized Christians. The filling he calls them 
to is not a second initiation; it is the ordinary posture of a disciple who knows the Spirit indwells him 
and who keeps opening the door wider for Him day after day. 

The Book of Acts reinforces this pattern. The same disciples who were filled at Pentecost in chapter 
two are filled again in chapter four, when they have finished a season of prayer after persecution: 

“And when they had prayed, the place where they were assembled together was 
shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and they spoke the word of God 
with boldness.”  (Acts 4:31, NKJV) 

The same apostles, filled again. This is not a theological contradiction; it is a pastoral gift. The filling of 
the Spirit is meant to be re-applied. A servant who was filled at his chrismation as an infant is meant to 
be filled again at his ordination, and again at every sunrise, and again before every difficult 
conversation, and again on every day when he feels that he has nothing left of his own to give. The 
Spirit does not grow tired of being poured out. We grow tired only because we forget to ask. 

St. Seraphim of Sarov, whose own face once shone with the uncreated light before his disciple 
Motovilov, told his visitor plainly what the whole goal of the Christian life is: 

“The true aim of the Christian life is the acquisition of the Holy Spirit of God. Fasting 
and prayer and almsgiving are good things, but they are only means. The end is the 
Spirit Himself. Acquire Him, my friend; acquire the Spirit of peace, and a thousand 
around you will find their salvation.”  — St. Seraphim of Sarov, Conversation with 
Motovilov 

Acquire Him. The verb is startling at first — we do not usually think of acquiring a Person — but St. 
Seraphim has chosen it deliberately. A gift received yesterday becomes, by our daily yes, a life lived 
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today. The Spirit is given at baptism and chrismation as a seed. The work of a lifetime is to let that seed 
fill every corner of the garden. 

The Fruit By Which We Recognize Him 

How do we know when the Holy Spirit is filling us? Not primarily by dramatic phenomena. Not 
primarily by emotional intensity. Not primarily by whether a season in our service feels fruitful to us or 
not. The New Testament tells us with disarming simplicity how to recognize the Spirit's work in a soul. 
We look for the fruit: 

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law.”  (Galatians 5:22–23, 
NKJV) 

Nine fruits, growing on a single tree. Notice how domestic they are. They are not the spectacular gifts 
that would draw a crowd. They are the qualities our family members would notice if we lived with 
them for a year. They are the qualities our spouse, our children, the parishioners who carpool with us, 
the coworkers who share our office would see whether we were preaching or not. The Spirit, when He 
is filling a soul, does not make that soul louder or more impressive. He makes it more like Christ — and 
Christ, more than any other figure in history, is known by love, joy, peace, and the other seven quiet 
glories on that list. 

St. Paul's list is also, tenderly, a diagnostic. If we want to know where the Spirit has been given the 
most room in our lives, we look to the place where these fruits are most visibly growing. And if we want 
to know where we are still resisting Him, we look to the places where these fruits are still visibly sparse. 
A week of honest examination along these nine lines will tell a servant more about the state of his soul 
than a week of abstract theological reflection. 

St. Macarius the Great spoke of this connection between the Spirit's indwelling and the ripening of the 
soul with all the candor of the desert: 

“The Spirit does not descend upon a soul all at once, as if to replace it; He descends 
gradually, as light enters a room. He lights up first one corner, then another, until at 
last nothing of the room remains in shadow. Our work is simply to keep opening the 
windows.”  — St. Macarius the Great, Spiritual Homilies, VIII 

Keep opening the windows. That is the whole spiritual discipline of a Spirit-filled servant, told in five 
words. 

The Spirit in the Servant's Work 

The filling of the Spirit is not only for our private sanctification. It is also the engine of our service. St. 
Paul tells Timothy that the gift of ministry itself is a gift of the Spirit, to be stirred up when the fire 
seems low: 

 

77 



1.2 SOURCES OF STRENGTH

 

“Therefore I remind you to stir up the gift of God which is in you through the laying on 
of my hands. For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a 
sound mind.”  (2 Timothy 1:6–7, NKJV) 

Stir up. The image is of a banked coal on the hearth, waiting for a breath of air. The coal is not gone; it 
is there, sometimes beneath a surprising amount of ash. A servant who feels his own ministry has 
grown cold is not being told to start again from nothing. He is being told to stir. A fresh hour of prayer 
before the icon, an honest confession, a deliberate returning to the Scriptures he had drifted away 
from, the laying on of hands by a bishop or a father of confession in a moment of renewal — any of 
these is the breath the banked coal is waiting for. 

When the Spirit moves in our service, we are able to do things we cannot do on our own power. We 
find patience where we had no patience. We speak words we had not prepared. We love people our 
natural temperament could not love. We persevere through seasons we would have walked out of 
years ago. This is not our own strength suddenly discovered. This is the Spirit, living in us, doing 
through us what we could never have done without Him. The servant who has learned to recognize 
this grace learns, after a while, not to take credit for it. 

The whole Church in the Book of Acts is a running case study in Spirit-led service. She moves when the 
Spirit moves. She waits when the Spirit waits. She speaks when the Spirit speaks. She is silent when 
the Spirit is silent. Her great single summary statement is one every modern servant should memorize: 

“For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to us.”  (Acts 15:28, NKJV) 

To the Holy Spirit, and then to us. The order matters. He leads; we follow. The moment we reverse that 
order, our service begins to strain under its own weight, and the fruit begins to thin. When we restore 
the order, the work breathes again. 

A Prayer for the Daily Filling 

Because the filling of the Spirit is not a one-time event, it is also not a one-time prayer. The servant 
grows, over time, into the habit of asking to be filled afresh each day. There are many such prayers; we 
need not complicate it. The Lord's own prayer for the Spirit, addressed to the Father on our behalf, is 
perhaps the most tender: 

“If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more 
will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!”  (Luke 11:13, 
NKJV) 

How much more. Our tender God is not reluctant about this gift. He is not carefully rationing the Spirit, 
waiting for us to earn Him. He is eager to give, and He gives to those who simply ask. The short prayer 
"Lord, fill me today with Your Holy Spirit" — prayed in the shower, in the car, at the kitchen sink, before 
the lesson we are about to teach — is a prayer the Lord delights to answer. It is one of the most 
generous trades in the spiritual life. A thirty-second prayer answered by a day-long indwelling. 
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The Church herself has given us, in her own liturgical life, the great prayer for the Spirit's coming. Every 
Orthodox Christian knows it by heart, and every servant should pray it often and slowly: 

“O Heavenly King, the Comforter, the Spirit of Truth, who art everywhere present and 
fillest all things; Treasury of Blessings, and Giver of Life — come and abide in us, and 
cleanse us from every impurity, and save our souls, O Good One.”  — Prayer to the Holy 
Spirit (from the Divine Liturgy) 

Come and abide. Cleanse. Save. The three verbs the Spirit waits to fulfill in us, on every morning we 
ask. May the Lord who has given us His own Spirit for a Helper and a Comforter keep filling us as we 
keep opening. May the fruit of His indwelling — the love and joy and peace and all the rest — be visible 
in our homes and in our service this week. And may we, at the end of a long life of letting the windows 
stand open, find that the Spirit has filled every corner of us, until there is no shadow left where He is 
not dwelling and no part of us that is not a vessel for the life of our tender God. 

  

Review Questions 

1.  Our Lord tells His disciples, 'I will not leave you orphans' (John 14:18, NKJV), and His answer to 
that parting is the sending of the Holy Spirit. How does this change the way we understand the 
Spirit — not as an addition to the Gospel but as the inside of it? 

2.  St. Paul commands, 'Be filled with the Spirit' (Ephesians 5:18, NKJV), in a continuous-tense 
verb. How have we understood 'being filled' in our own life — as a one-time event or as a daily 
posture — and what would it mean to shift toward the continuous understanding this week? 

3.  Galatians 5:22–23 gives us nine fruits by which we recognize the Spirit's work. Looking honestly 
at the last month, which fruit has grown most visibly in us, and which one has been most 
neglected? What one fruit would we ask the Spirit to ripen in us next? 

4.  St. Seraphim of Sarov says the aim of the Christian life is 'the acquisition of the Holy Spirit.' How 
does that framing reshape our understanding of spiritual disciplines — fasting, prayer, 
almsgiving — as means rather than as ends? 

5.  The Church in Acts 15:28 orders her decisions 'to the Holy Spirit, and to us.' In the area of service 
the Lord has given us right now, where might we have quietly reversed that order, and what 
would it look like to restore it this season? 

  

Books & References 

Scripture: John 14:16–18, 26; John 16:13; Acts 2:1–4; Acts 4:31; Acts 15:28; Ephesians 5:18–19; 
Galatians 5:22–23; 2 Timothy 1:6–7; Luke 11:13; Romans 8:14–16 (NKJV throughout) 

Further Reading: 

•  St. Athanasius, Letters to Serapion (on the divinity and indwelling of the Spirit). 
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•  St. Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on the Gospel of John, on John 14. 
•  St. Macarius the Great, Spiritual Homilies, especially Homily VIII. 
•  St. Seraphim of Sarov, Conversation with Motovilov (on acquisition of the Holy Spirit). 
•  St. Basil the Great, On the Holy Spirit. 
•  Fr. Matthew the Poor, Words for Our Time (pastoral letters on the Spirit in the servant's work). 

All Scripture quotations in this lesson are from the New King James Version (NKJV). 

  

Lesson Notes 
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The Vitality of Confession 
SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

 

Every servant, sooner or later, has had the quiet experience of wondering why the fire of ministry has 
grown dim even though nothing obvious has changed. The prayer rule is still kept. The Liturgy is still 
attended. The service is still offered. And yet, something underneath has cooled. Almost always, the 
answer is not some new spiritual discipline the servant has not yet discovered. The answer is a familiar 
Mystery that has been gently set aside: the Sacrament of Confession. In our tradition it is called the 
Second Baptism, because it returns to the soul the same grace the first baptism once gave. Confession 
is not a duty the Church has burdened us with; it is one of the kindest gifts our tender God has placed 
into the life of every Christian, and the servant who keeps it alive keeps himself alive for a long 
ministry. In this lesson we will sit with the Lord's own institution of this Mystery, listen to the Fathers 
who discovered its healing power, and see why the vitality of the servant's inner life so often rises and 
falls with the vitality of his confession. 

A Gift Christ Placed into the Hands of His Church 

Confession is not a later invention of the Church. It is a Mystery our Lord instituted with His own lips on 
the evening of His resurrection. Scripture records the scene with a stillness that matches the stillness 
of the upper room that night: 

“So Jesus said to them again, 'Peace to you! As the Father has sent Me, I also send you.' 
And when He had said this, He breathed on them, and said to them, 'Receive the Holy 
Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, 
they are retained.'”  (John 20:21–23, NKJV) 

Read every phrase. Peace to you — the first gift of the risen Lord to His Church is peace. As the Father 
has sent Me, I also send you — the apostolic mission begins in the same breath as the gift of 
forgiveness. He breathed on them — the word is the same word used in Genesis for the breath of life 
breathed into Adam. This is a new creation. Receive the Holy Spirit — the authority about to be given is 
not human; it flows directly from the Holy Spirit who rests upon the ordained hand. If you forgive the 
sins of any, they are forgiven them — this is not a future promise; it is a present authority handed, on 
Easter evening, to the men who would stand in the Church as shepherds after Him. 

Those same men handed the authority on to their successors, and those successors to theirs, in an 
unbroken line of laying-on of hands that reaches down to the bishop and priest who hears our 
confession tonight. When we kneel before the priest, we are kneeling before a descendant of the 
breath of Christ. The hand that pronounces absolution is, in a mysterious but real sense, the hand of 
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the Lord Himself, reaching into our souls across twenty centuries to speak the word He had already 
spoken on the night He rose. 

St. John Chrysostom, writing on this very passage, said it with characteristic tenderness: 

“Great is the dignity of the priesthood that the Lord has given His own authority to 
forgive to men made of dust. What the angels in heaven cannot do, He has entrusted 
to His ministers, so that the penitent soul might not despair of pardon but find, in the 
hands of a brother, the very mercy of Christ.”  — St. John Chrysostom, On the 
Priesthood, III 

The very mercy of Christ, in the hands of a brother. This is the Mystery. It is not a psychological debrief. 
It is the Lord Himself, extending pardon through the ordained hand He has anointed for the purpose. 

The Second Baptism 

The Fathers have called Confession the Second Baptism, and the name is tender and exact. At our first 
baptism, the Lord washed us clean and clothed us in the white garment of His righteousness. We left 
the font a new creation. But we all know what has happened since. The garment has been stained. 
Sometimes lightly, sometimes deeply. Sometimes by small carelessnesses, sometimes by decisions we 
have come to regret in the quiet of the night. The question has always been: what do we do with the 
garment we were given? 

The ancient Church was not without answer. St. Paul, writing to Christians who were struggling with 
their own shortcomings, wrote plainly: 

“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness.”  (1 John 1:9, NKJV) 

If we confess. The condition is simple. The result is total — forgiveness and cleansing, not partial, not 
probationary, not on a sliding scale. And the reason is not our worthiness; it is God's character. He is 
faithful and just. Our confidence in confession rests not on how well we do it but on Who is receiving it. 

The Council Fathers of the fourth century, when they spoke about the penitential life of the Church, 
used language that reminds us how seriously they took this renewal of baptismal grace: 

“The tears of the penitent are the laver of the second baptism. What the water first 
accomplished, the tears now renew. Let no Christian despair of his fall, for the Lord has 
given us a second font, drawn from our own repentance and sealed by the priest's 
hand.”  — St. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 39 

A second font. Every Confession is a return to the waters we first walked out of as infants. The white 
garment is washed. The seal is re-applied. The soul stands again in the dignity it was given at its first 
baptism, not because the stains never happened, but because the blood of Christ has passed over 
them one more time. This is the whole glory of the Mystery, and it should never grow old to us. 
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Why Confession Must Be Spoken 

A question that rises honestly in many hearts is this: if God is everywhere and knows everything, why 
do we have to speak our sins out loud to a priest? Why is it not enough to confess privately, heart to 
heart, to the Lord who already knows all things? 

The Church has not been shy about answering this question, and the answer is beautifully pastoral. 
God already knows, yes. He does not need our speech in order to be informed. But we need our 
speech, in order to be healed. The act of saying a sin out loud — specifically, concretely, to a human 
priest acting as Christ's representative — does something inside us that silent regret alone cannot do. 

First, it defeats the shame that loves darkness. Sins that stay hidden grow comfortable. They begin to 
feel normal. They develop rationalizations. The moment we say them out loud, even once, the 
rationalizations die. Light destroys what only darkness could preserve. 

“But everything exposed by the light is made manifest, for whatever makes manifest is 
light. Therefore He says: 'Awake, you who sleep, arise from the dead, and Christ will 
give you light.'”  (Ephesians 5:13–14, NKJV) 

Second, spoken confession breaks the pride that would otherwise simply talk to itself. A soul that 
confesses only in its own head is still at the center of its own story. A soul that kneels before a priest 
and says the words out loud has, by the act of kneeling, admitted that it is not the final authority on its 
own condition. That admission, small as it seems, is itself a piece of healing. 

Third, the spoken confession receives a spoken absolution. This is not a small thing. Our Lord could 
have set up His mercy to be communicated silently, by feelings alone, but He did not. He set it up to 
come through a voice we can hear with our ears. The words, 'I, the unworthy priest, by the authority 
given to me, forgive you your sins in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,' are words 
the enemy cannot easily erase from our memory. Months later, when shame whispers that we were 
never really forgiven, we can answer the whisper with a remembered sentence — actual words, in an 
actual voice, from an actual moment when Christ spoke through His ordained hand. 

St. James, writing to the early Church about this practice, simply assumed it: 

“Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be 
healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.”  (James 5:16, 
NKJV) 

That you may be healed. James does not say, 'that God may be informed.' He knew God was informed. 
He says that our healing is what is at stake — and that healing comes through spoken confession and 
the intercessory prayer of a brother. That sentence alone would be enough to establish the practice if 
no other verse existed. 

The Father of Confession 

 

83 



1.2 SOURCES OF STRENGTH

 

The ancient Church, in her wisdom, knew that Confession would work best when each Christian made 
it regularly to the same priest over a long period of time. She called such a priest the penitent's 
spiritual father, and the relationship between a soul and its father of confession remains, to this day, 
one of the most tender gifts the Church can give any Christian — and especially any servant. 

What is a father of confession? He is not a therapist, though the conversation is often therapeutic. He is 
not a friend, though the relationship grows, over years, into a deep friendship. He is not a boss, though 
his counsel is to be heeded seriously. He is a father, in the spiritual sense — a man who, by his prayers 
and his counsel and his steady fidelity, is helping to raise a soul into the likeness of Christ. The servant 
who has such a father is a servant with a kind of safety net few other Christians possess. 

The importance of this figure is not a recent development. It runs all the way back through the desert. 
Abba Moses, in the Sayings of the Fathers, gave this counsel to a young monk, and the counsel applies 
just as well to a young servant: 

“Go and sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything — but first, find a father, 
open your heart to him, and do nothing without his prayer. A ship without a pilot 
wanders; a Christian without a father, in time, wanders even more.”  — Sayings of the 
Desert Fathers, Abba Moses 6 

The counsel is not about dependency; it is about humility. A servant who answers to no one on earth 
about the state of his soul is a servant in great spiritual danger, not because he is worse than anyone 
else but because the ordinary graces of correction, encouragement, and pattern-recognition have 
been closed off from his life. A servant who answers regularly to a beloved father of confession, on the 
other hand, has access to a kind of wisdom and care that cannot be gotten any other way. 

St. John Climacus, who spent his life forming monks at Sinai, said it with the weight of long 
experience: 

“The man who has set his foot on the ladder of the divine ascent without a father to 
guide him will either fall quickly or climb slowly and unsurely. The man who climbs 
under obedience will reach heights his own strength could not have carried him to.”  — 
St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 4 

The Rhythm of a Living Confession 

How often should a servant confess? The Church has not laid down an absolute rule, because different 
seasons and different temperaments need different cadences. But the general wisdom of our tradition, 
handed down through many generations of pastoral fathers, is this: a servant should confess often 
enough that no sin takes root in him, and at least often enough that the Church's great feasts find him 
cleansed. 

For most servants, this means confession at least before each of the four great fasts — the Nativity Fast, 
the Great Fast (Lent), the Apostles' Fast, and the Fast of the Theotokos — and more frequently in 
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seasons of particular struggle. Many faithful servants find it helpful to confess monthly. In times of 
specific temptation or spiritual dryness, even more often is often the right answer. 

What the servant wants to avoid, above all, is the slow drift by which months become a year, and a 
year becomes two, and the soul forgets what it felt like to stand up from the stole absolved. That drift 
is how the vitality of the inner life begins to fade without the servant being able to say why. The quiet 
of a clean conscience, the specific consolation of a recent absolution, the habit of honest 
self-examination that a regular confession trains — all of these are what keep a servant's flame from 
guttering over the long years of ministry. 

St. Paul wrote to the Corinthians a sentence that the Church has folded, ever since, into her 
understanding of regular confession: 

“But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of the bread and drink of the cup.”  
(1 Corinthians 11:28, NKJV) 

Self-examination before the Eucharist is not meant to terrify us out of communicating; it is meant to 
prepare us for communicating worthily. The servant who has made a habit of bringing his 
self-examination all the way to the priest, rather than keeping it only in his own head, comes to the 
Chalice with a cleanness he would not otherwise possess. And that cleanness is not a burden he 
carries; it is the garment in which his Lord has insisted on dressing him. 

St. Theophan the Recluse, writing to a layman who asked him directly about the frequency of 
confession in modern life, answered with his usual warmth: 

“Confess often, and not formally. If you have truly sinned, confess it at the first 
opportunity and do not let it sit on the soul. If you have not, still come, for the prayer of 
the stole is a cleansing breath even where no great sin is named. This is not obsession; 
it is respiration. The soul that stops breathing, dies.”  — St. Theophan the Recluse, 
Letters on the Spiritual Life 

Respiration. That is the gentlest and truest image for the rhythm of a living confession. In and out, in 
and out, across the long years of a servant's life — each confession a cleansing breath, each absolution 
the oxygen that keeps the soul alive for the next stretch of the road. 

Bringing the Mystery Home 

Here, at the close of this lesson, is the quiet invitation every servant needs to hear again: the vitality of 
our ministry rises and falls with the vitality of our confession. When our confession is regular, honest, 
specific, and brought to a trusted father, the strength of our service is supplied by the very Lord whose 
pardon keeps our soul clean. When our confession has drifted, the strength of our service begins to be 
supplied by ourselves, and we are all, in the end, too small for that weight. 

So let us return, if we have drifted. Let us not let shame keep us from the very Mystery that was 
instituted to deliver us from shame. The priest who will hear us is not shocked by anything. The Lord 
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who will forgive us is not hesitant. The absolution that awaits us has already been prepared, and it has 
our name on it. The only thing left is for us to come. 

There is a tender scene at the end of the Gospel of John that the Church has always read as a picture of 
the restoration of a fallen servant. Three times Peter had denied the Lord before His passion; and three 
times, around a charcoal fire on the shore of the Sea of Tiberias, our risen Lord asked him gently 
whether he loved Him. With each affirmation, the Lord restored Peter to the service he had forfeited — 
feed My lambs, tend My sheep, feed My sheep. The restoration was total. Peter walked away from that 
charcoal fire not merely forgiven but re-commissioned, and the Church has never forgotten it. 

Every Confession is a little version of that charcoal fire. The Lord stands there, asking us quietly 
whether we love Him. We answer Him — sometimes tearfully, sometimes plainly, sometimes 
wordlessly. And He restores us, each time, not merely to forgiveness but to the service that the sin had 
tried to steal from us. The servant who stays close to Confession stays close to that fire, and the fire 
keeps him warm for the whole of the long ministry that lies ahead. 

May our tender Lord keep the stole of His priest always within reach of our hearts. May He teach us to 
speak the sins we would rather hide, and to receive without flinching the forgiveness we have already 
been given. May the Second Baptism be, for each of us, a font we return to often, gratefully, and 
without fear — and may the clean conscience of an absolved servant be the quiet atmosphere in which 
the whole of our service is done, from this year until our last. 

  

Review Questions 

1.  Our Lord institutes the Sacrament of Confession on the evening of His resurrection (John 
20:21–23, NKJV). What does the setting of His resurrection tell us about the nature of this 
Mystery, and how does it reframe the way we approach the stole? 

2.  The Fathers call Confession a 'Second Baptism' (St. Gregory of Nazianzus). What does that 
name claim about the effects of Confession on the soul, and how does holding it in our heart 
guard us from the slow drift of staying away? 

3.  St. James writes, 'Confess your trespasses to one another… that you may be healed' (James 
5:16, NKJV). Why does healing require the confession to be spoken and not only thought, and 
what has our own experience taught us about that difference? 

4.  The Church has taught, from the desert onward, the great value of a consistent father of 
confession. Do we have one, and how has his faithfulness formed us? If we do not yet, what is 
one step we could take this season to begin that relationship? 

5.  St. Theophan calls confession the soul's 'respiration.' What is the current rhythm of our own 
confession, and what change would make it truly respiratory — in and out, without strain, 
without long pauses — across the coming year? 
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Books & References 

Scripture: John 20:21–23; 1 John 1:9; James 5:16; Ephesians 5:13–14; 1 Corinthians 11:28; John 
21:15–17; Matthew 18:18; Psalm 32 (NKJV throughout) 

Further Reading: 

•  St. John Chrysostom, On the Priesthood, especially Book III. 
•  St. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 39 (on the baptisms and the laver of tears). 
•  St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 4 (on obedience to a spiritual father). 
•  Sayings of the Desert Fathers, especially the sayings of Abba Moses and Abba Poemen on 
confession and obedience. 
•  St. Theophan the Recluse, Letters on the Spiritual Life (on the rhythm of confession). 
•  Fr. Matthew the Poor, The Communion of Love (pastoral writings on the Mysteries). 

All Scripture quotations in this lesson are from the New King James Version (NKJV). 

  

Lesson Notes 
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