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The Word of the Lord from Psalm 85:9: “Surely His salvation is near to those who fear Him, that glory may 

dwell in our land.” This is the Word of the Lord. 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

I. Fear 
“Surely His salvation is near to those who fear Him.”  
 
Let‟s start defining some terms. Who are those who fear God—what does it mean to fear Him? Some would 

say that the fear of God in this case is a matter of healthy respect and reverence: true enough, that‟s part of it. God 

deserves such reverence: He is the Creator and we are the creatures. He is the Potter and we are the clay. He is the 
Redeemer and we are those in need of redemption. So you act as one who submits to God Most High. You don‟t 
bluster around in prayer or worship, demanding that God act to fulfill your will: you bow the knee and pray, “Thy will 
be done.” You don‟t dress for Church to say “Look at me!,” and you don‟t throw on the shabbiest stuff you‟ve got and 
slouch into a pew. God Himself is present, and you act accordingly. It doesn‟t mean that He loves you more or less 
depending on what you wear, and that should be another reason to act in a way that is reverent and respectful. 

 
This isn‟t easy. We live in an irreverent age. It‟s common to address doctors by their first names rather than 

the title they‟ve earned. Students often consider it terrible that teachers don‟t want them eating or texting in class. 
We consider ourselves to have such value that people had better accept us for who we are, and then we transfer this 
and act is if we expect God ought to accept us for who we are—and if He doesn‟t, there‟s obviously something wrong 
with Him. That hardly indicates the truth that we‟re unacceptable to God unless He cleanses us of our sin.  

 
So, sure: part of godly fear is reverence. Reverence acknowledges that forgiveness isn‟t a casual add-on to 

our lives like a venti mocha: it‟s a gift of God that saves us from hell. Salvation is near to those who have a reverence 
for the things of God, because the one who treats salvation irreverently will dismiss it as unnecessary and find 
himself far away from God. To be clear, it‟s not that reverence earns forgiveness: reverence is a fruit of faith, the 
behavior of one who understands how precious is that gift of grace. 

 
There‟s more to the fear of God than reverence, though: part of it is actual fear. This is an unpopular thing 

to say, because the spirit of this irreverent age teaches that God is all about warm and fluffy love for people, sort of 
the kindly grandpa who overlooks sins, accepts us the way we are, and gives us candy. Many will argue that fear is 
the opposite of love, so one cannot love God and fear Him at the same time. This is horrible doctrine that declares 
that God has jettisoned His Law and retains only His Gospel. God is holy: He hates sin and condemns the sinner. The 
only reason that He does not hold your sins against you is not because He‟s mellowed over time, but because He‟s 
given His only Son up to death on the cross to atone for your sin. Without that forgiveness, there‟s very good reason 
to be afraid of God.  

 
An illustration I often use is that my father and I get along great: we always have, and I give thanks to God 

for that. I love him and he loves me. However, while I was growing up, if I did something wrong, I was afraid of my 
father—because I knew that he would exercise his parental responsibility and discipline me to encourage penitence 
and better behavior. It‟s possible to love and fear at the same time. 

 
Martin Luther says it better in the Small Catechism, in the Close of the Commandments: “God threatens to 

punish all who transgress these commandments; therefore, we should fear His wrath and not act contrary to them.” 
 
Many churches shy away from preaching about God‟s wrath, because they‟re afraid of scaring people away. 

After all, who wants to hear about an angry God? But if you do not preach the wrath of God for sin, people will see 
no need for forgiveness. By failing to preach the Law of God, these churches are shooting themselves in the foot—
they‟re failing to show the need for the Gospel. 

 



Our text says, “Surely His salvation is near to those who fear Him,” and this is true. The one who fears 

God‟s wrath is the one who desires to be delivered from it. This is the beginning of repentance: as the Spirit uses the 
Law of God to show us our sinfulness and warn us of God‟s wrath, He then uses the Gospel to declare, “For Jesus‟ 
sake, God does not hold your sin against you. He‟s already taken out His wrath on His Son, so He has only grace and 
life left for you.” For those who do not fear God‟s wrath, though, salvation is far away. The one who doesn‟t fear 
God‟s wrath is going to continue to defy Him, to disobey His commands and spurn the forgiveness Christ died to win 
for him. Unless he repents, he is lost.  

 
That is why, as a Christian, you live a life of ongoing repentance: daily, you examine yourself and confess 

your sins before God because you fear His wrath and do not want to be a slave to sin anymore. Daily you confess 
that Christ is your Savior; and because the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses you from all your sin, you‟re no longer a 
rebellious sinner in the eyes of God. You‟re His holy, precious child. You don‟t live a life fearful of God, but as one set 
free from sin to live joyfully; thankful for grace, your only fear is that you would abandon His grace and return to 
unbelief. Spurn Christ and His cross, and you‟ve got plenty of reason to be afraid. It means an eternity far away from 
God. 

 
II. Near 

“Surely His salvation is near to those who fear Him,” says our text. We‟ve defined the “fear.” Let‟s move on 
to “near.” 

 
Near can be about time: we‟re drawing nearer to Christmas—as well as the end of this sermon. Near can be 

about space: we are nearer each other now than we will be at 2:30 this afternoon. When our text declares that God‟s 
salvation is near, which is it talking about? Both! 

 
We‟re not sure when this psalm was first composed, but it sounds an awful lot like it fits with the remnant 

returning to Judea from Babylon. The Babylonians had leveled Jerusalem and taken the people far away—they were 
figured to disappear from the earth. But the Lord is faithful, and so He brought a remnant back to Jerusalem so that 
the Messiah might be born as promised. This remnant had a healthy fear of God‟s wrath—they‟d seen their nation 
destroyed because of their sin. They also rejoiced in the Lord‟s deliverance and restoration, for it was truly 
miraculous that they were returning to their land once again. So they prayed, “Show us Your steadfast love, O LORD, 
and grant us Your salvation.” Repentant, they prayed to hear the Lord‟s Word: “Let me hear what God the LORD will 
speak, for He will speak peace to His people, to His saints; but let them not turn back to folly.” That peace with God 
would come through His promised Messiah, for whom they waited and prayed; and so they prayed, “Surely His 
salvation is near to those who fear Him, that glory may dwell in our land.” They prayed for the Messiah to draw 
near—when He did, glory would dwell in their land. He wasn‟t there yet, and He wouldn‟t come in their lifetime: the 
prayer of this psalm was answered in Christ. But though He was not yet born, they trusted that He would be. Though 
He had not yet died to redeem them, they trusted the promise that He would. By faith in that promise, salvation was 
theirs even then, even as they awaited the Savior to draw near in space and time.  

 
You hear this prayer answered in the Gospel lesson for today. Crowds are clustered around John the 

Baptist, listening to his message. It‟s been about 600 years since their ancestors returned to Babylon; but for those 
who trust in the promises of God, that‟s no proof that God has failed. It only means that the Messiah‟s arrival is 
getting nearer.  

 
In fact, many suspect that John the Baptist is the Messiah (in Greek, the Christ). John denies it, explicitly 

saying, “I am not the Christ.” Then who are you? they ask. John says, “I am the voice of one crying out in the 
wilderness, „Make straight the way of the Lord,‟ as the prophet Isaiah said.‟” That should send a ripple of excitement 
through the crowd: after all, when do you prepare the way for a king? When he‟s near. Even so, John‟s a puzzle to 
them: what‟s up with this baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins? How does that prepare the way of the 

Lord? 
 
You know the answer already: Surely His salvation is near to those who fear Him! 
 
Now, pay close attention to John‟s answer when they ask him, “Then why are you baptizing?” He says, “I 

baptize with water, but among you stands One you do not know, even He who comes after me, the strap of whose 
sandal I am not worthy to untie.” 

 



The psalm is fulfilled—the Lord is near! He is near in time because He has come. He is near in space 

because He is there—John says that He stands among them. Glory be to God! The Messiah dwells with them. 
Salvation has come—the Lord has faithfully kept His promise. 

 
There is one little problem for the crowds though: they don‟t know who He is. Just as Isaiah prophesied, 

there is nothing about His appearance that identifies Him as the Savior. What an odd position: He‟s near, He‟s there, 
but they can‟t spot Him. He doesn‟t look glorious. How will they know it‟s the Christ? The answer is great comfort to 
you: they find out by the Word. They find out because John points to Jesus and declares, “Look! The Lamb of God 
who takes away the sins of the world!” Those who fear God‟s wrath and trust His Word will follow Him, even if they 
don‟t see glory. Those who do not fear God‟s wrath or do not trust His Word will reject Him, and they‟ll even see to it 
that He is put to death, crucified. But behind their scheming, the Lord is at work; and by that death, the Lamb of God 
takes away the sins of the world.  

 
“Surely His salvation is near to those who fear Him, that glory may dwell in our land.” There is none more 

glorious than Jesus, and He is never more glorious in this world than when He is on the cross: for that is where you 
see His compassion, His love, His mercy for you. It is because of His death and resurrection that you need not fear 
when He draws near to you. 

 
III. Here 

Dear friends, it is my privilege to declare to you that salvation is near to you because the Lord is near to 
you. In keeping with Advent, we give great thanks that Christ has come to win salvation for us by His death and 
resurrection; and we earnestly look forward to His coming again in visible glory on the Last Day. The fact that He has 
not yet returned is no reason for us to lose heart; rather we joyfully acknowledge that that day is nearer now than it 
was before.  

 
In the meantime, the Lord and His salvation are near to you—near in time and near in space. They are 

here. Christ is as present here as He was at the Jordan in our Gospel lesson; and now as then, you cannot know Him 
unless you hear His Word. But you hear His Word, and so you know where He is to be found. Christ and His salvation 
are as near to you as His Word—and as you hear His Gospel proclaimed this day, the Word made flesh dwells among 
you in order to forgive your sins and strengthen your faith. It is so for you because you are His beloved child—you 
can be sure of this, because the Lord has made you His beloved child in the waters of Holy Baptism: this is also 
where Jesus is to be found, joining His people to His death and resurrection. Likewise, He is to be found here in His 
holy Supper: in fact, you point Him out with the same words of John the Baptist, singing, “O Christ, Thou Lamb of 
God that takest away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us.”  

 
Surely salvation is near to you, for the Lord dwells here with you. You still wait for deliverance; plagued with 

temptation and trouble, you still wait for Christ to return in glory. But even as you wait for Christ, you wait with 
Christ because He comes to you even now in His means of grace.  

 
That‟s why you guard yourself against irreverence, because irreverence teaches you that it doesn‟t matter if 

Jesus is here or not. It is why you resist temptation and repent of your sins, for you know that you live as God‟s child 
because the Lord is with you; and to live apart from Christ is to invite the fearful wrath of God on the Last Day.  

 
This verse from Psalm 85 is cause for joy, the Christian life wrapped up in a few words. Salvation is near to 

you because Christ is near to you.  
 
And because He is with you, you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


