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Non-religious fear is an important motif in the
Gospel of Mark. In the non-religious or mundane
sense, it is seen in Herod’s fear of John the Baptist
(Mark 6:20; in Matt 14:5, he fears the people). In
Mark 11:32, the scribes and the elders are afraid of
the crowd (cf. Mark 12:12). At Mark 10:32, Jesus
and his disciples are on the road, going up to Jeru-
salem, and Jesus walks ahead of them. Mark com-
ments, “They were amazed, and those who fol-
lowed were afraid” (cf. Mark 9:32). This may be
counted as non-religious fear. On the other hand,
the growing awareness of Jesus and his message of
the kingdom of God may have led to a religious
awe. The same may be argued for the stilling of the
storm. Jesus asks the disciples, “Why are you afraid?
Have you no faith?” (Mark 4:40-41). Still more
likely, there is a religious sense of fear in the trans-
figuration (Mark 9:6), where Peter, James, and
John are terrified. The religious sense of fear might
also be read at Mark 16:8. The women flee from
the tomb, “for terror and amazement had seized
them, and they said nothing to anyone, for they
were afraid.” Many scholars believe that Mark in-
tended to end his gospel at 16:8, making the last
note “fear.” If this is the case, then the fear of the
women should be taken in a theological rather than
general sense. However, although 16:8 is the end-
ing of the authentic Mark, it may not be the au-
thentic ending of Mark. The original ending could
have been removed after the composition of Mat-
thew and Luke. Matthew especially shows some
Markan features after Matt 28: 8.

Matthew mitigates the sense of fear as found in
Mark 16:8 by his expression “with fear and great
joy” (Matt 28:8). However, there is no guarantee
that Mark did not read this as well. In Luke’s ac-
count, the women are afraid (24 : 5), but after initial
unbelief (24:1) the emphasis is on the disciples’
amazement and joy (24:41).

Elsewhere in the Gospels, non-religious fear is
found in Herod and all Jerusalem being troubled at
news of the star (Matt 2:31), Joseph’s concern
about Archelaeus (Matt 2:22), and the slave’s fear
of a harsh master in the parable of the unjust stew-
ard (Matt 25:25, Luke 19:21). Jesus counsels his
disciples not to fear those who can hurt the body
only (Matt 10:28).

In the Acts of the Apostles, fear in the non-reli-
gious sense can be seen when the police fear an an-
gry mob (Acts 5:26), the Roman jailer is worried
about punishment for his mistreatment of Paul
(Acts 16:38), and the Roman tribune fears that the
crowd will tear Paul to pieces (Acts 23:10).

Whereas the verbal forms of words for fear are
used in the Gospels and Acts, nominal forms are
more common in the Epistles. The sense of non-
religious fear occurs in Rom 13:1-10, where the
wrongdoer should fear because of the governing au-
thorities. They are “servants of God to execute
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wrath on wrongdoers.” Similarly, slaves are com-
manded in Eph 6:5, in the context of a household
code, to obey their earthly masters “with fear and
trembling.” This expression, found three other
times in the Pauline letters (1 Cor 2:3; 2Cor 7:15;
Phil 2:12), occurs frequently in the LXX. It may
refer to mundane fear, but it is likely, at least in
Phil 2:12, coming as it does right after the Christ-
hymn of Phil 2:5-11, to be theologically freighted.

Paul expresses fear in Gal 4:11 that his labor
among the Galatians might be in vain. Here it is
for himself that Paul has fear, a consequence of the
Galatians’ falling away from the gospel he preached
among them and labored to have them firmly
rooted in it.

Fear is a very important idea in 1 Peter. It is of-
ten used in the letter in a theological sense (1 Pet
1:7). But @ofog and its synonyms are also em-
ployed to call Christians not to fear in the face of
persecution. Echoing Isa 8:12, the writer urges
Christians in danger of persecution not to “fear
their fear” nor be in dread (1 Pet 3:14). In a similar
vein, wives are to be submissive to their husbands,
like Sarah and the holy women. They are to “do
what is good and never let fears alarm you” (1 Pet
1:6).

In Heb 2:15, it is the “fear of death” from
which Jesus delivers those who were all their life-
time subject to bondage.

At the textually problematic Jude 23, the fear
with which the Christian leaders are to show mercy
to some is probably a reference to mundane fear
rather than “the fear of God.” However, commenta-
tors are divided on this and many other cases dis-
cussed above.
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IV. Islam

The fear of God is a central theme in the Qur’an.
The qur’anic lexicon utilizes numerous terms such
as khashya, khawf, and faza“ to signify fear and re-
lated affective states of varying theological signifi-
cance. Undoubtedly the most important complex of
terms relating to fear in the Qur’an are those de-
rived from the root w-g-y, often used in the con-
struction of an image of the ideal believer as charac-
terized by a deep awareness of divine power and a
consequent dread of the judgment that all mortal
beings must undergo. This state of existential dread
is most frequently designated tagwa and one who
experiences or embodies it a muttaqi. As Erik S. Ohl-
ander has noted, terms derived from this root ap-
pear over 250 times in the Qur’an and exhibit a
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variety of shades of meaning. In its richest, most
fully realized sense, tagwa in the Qur’an conveys a
sense of piety and righteousness anchored in a rec-
ognition of God’s sovereignty and one’s own moral
accountability; it so clearly epitomizes the ideal be-
liever that the muttaqi is practically synonymous
with the mu’min (as is the mushfig, another term for
one who fears God), and its most obvious antonyms
are kafir (infidel) and zalim (oppressor, evildoer).
Moreover, very many of the Qur’an’s admonitions
to doubters and deniers to accept the Prophet’s
message and repent are capped by the urgent de-
mand ittaqa Allah (“fear God”)! — essentially a call
to submit and accept Islam (aslamii).

Different suras, narratives, or thematic com-
plexes in the Qur’an may emphasize different terms
for fear; likewise, the choice of one or another term
may simply be dictated by rhyme or other formal
considerations. Further, although it is central to the
fear lexicon in the Qur’an, it is not entirely true
that tagwa exclusively signifies fear of a theological
nature, since forms from the root w—-g—y may be
used to convey a fear of threats presented by ordi-
nary humans (though even here the Qur’an’s mes-
sage is that it is God whom one should fear and not
enemies; cf. S9:13). Nevertheless, it is indisputable
that tagwa, and similar terms such as khashya, gen-
erally connote much more than simple fear. Ohl-
ander’s meticulous examination of the semantic
range and development of terms derived from w—q-y
in the Qur’an demonstrates that these terms convey
a variety of affective and existential states. Further,
the trajectory of the evolution of the semantic range
and associations of taqgwa appears to reinforce the
traditional chronology of the revelation of the su-
ras, especially insofar as the fullest development of
the concept appears in the Medinan period, in
which words from the root w—¢—y denote “an active
and conscious devotion and reverence to God and
His will” (Ohlander: 150) with unambiguous practi-
cal, ethical, social, and political implications. Strik-
ingly, some of the older, more rudimentary usages
that are found in Meccan-period suras — to guard
oneself, to remove oneself from danger of damna-
tion or to place something between oneself and that
danger — have clear (albeit non-eschatological) par-
allels in pre-Islamic poetry.

Given the significance of tagwa as the character-
istic affective state of the true believer, it is hardly
surprising that the Qur’an often deploys its various
fear terms in depictions of the pre-Islamic prophets
and patriarchs in encounters with the divine. Con-
sidering the importance of fear terminology in the
Bible, a pressing question is the relationship be-
tween the qur’anic fear lexicon and its biblical ante-
cedents and contexts, though a major study com-
paring and correlating the pertinent material is still
a desideratum. Our understanding of the Qur’an’s
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use of fear terminology at particular junctures may
be greatly enriched through examination of the rel-
evant biblical antecedents. For example, in S38:22,
the famous story of David and the two disputants,
David’s interlocutors intrude on his solitude and
frighten him though they assure him he need not
fear them (fa-fazi‘a minhum qali la takhaf). Ohlander
connects the appearance of forms of fz* and khwf
here with the larger eschatological context of the
sura, as the episode is framed by references to the
Day of Judgment at S38:15 and 26. However, we
might also correlate the specific reference to both
faza® and khawf here with the implied subtext of
2Sam 12, in which God wreaks a terrible punish-
ment upon David for his dalliance with Bathsheba
(and murder of her husband Uriah) with the death
of their firstborn child — a consequence of his not
fearing God in committing these acts, crimes that
are never explicitly acknowledged in the qur’anic
retelling of the episode.

The rhetoric of the fear of God in the Qur’an
does not simply hearken back to biblical prece-
dents, however. The consistent emphasis on the
fear of God as the definitive trait of the true believer
in qur’anic discourse has inspired attempts to dis-
cern some background for this usage in the wider
religious landscape of Late Antiquity. An obvious
precedent would seem to be the God-Fearers of the
Second Temple period, Gentiles sympathetic to Ju-
daism who attended the synagogue and observed
the Noachide commandments; Pines postulates a
connection between this tradition and the Middle
Persian term for Christians, tarsakan (those who
fear), though this interpretation has not been
widely accepted. A more compelling precedent lies
in the common use of the word dehita (fear) as a
basic term for religion itself in Syriac sources, with
the true Christian characterized by the fear of God —
dehlath Allaha — while pagans are subject to the fear
of idols, “false fear,” and so forth. Becker’s recent
study of the evolution of fear discourse in Syriac
sources, particularly martyrologies produced in the
Sasanian Empire, demonstrates the rich and nu-
anced connotations the fear of God had come to
have in the centuries immediately preceding the
rise of Islam. The close lexical and conceptual paral-
lels he draws between the pertinent Syriac materials
and the Quran are convincing, especially given
both the evolution of dehilath Allaha from eschato-
logical fear to the distinctive trait associated with
believers and this phrase’s frequent conjunction
with other terms that also resonate in qur’anic dis-
course, for instance the contrast commonly drawn
between those who fear God and infidels or op-
pressors (kaphrin/kafirin, talme/zalimin).

Within emergent Islam, it is the quasi-monastic
behavior of the zuhhad or renunciates, whose asceti-
cism is often motivated by an all-encompassing
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dread of judgment, that most obviously embodies
the values associated with tagwa in the Qur’an. Here
too we find significant precursors in late antique
religious discourse, insofar as the intensely other-
worldly — and frequently militant — piety of the as-
cetics of early Islam often closely resembled — or
was actually indistinguishable from — the ethos of
the Christian ascetics who populated the Near East-
ern landscape in which Islam spread in the 7th and
8th centuries. (Strikingly, as Becker notes, Syriac
sources often depict the fear of God as a characteris-
tic particularly associated with, and cultivated by,
the disciplinary practices of the monks.) At least for
the ascetics — and doubtless for many early Muslims
on the whole — the posture of creaturely submission
demanded of all beings was still very much defined
essentially by an awesome fear of God. This fact has
sometimes been obscured by the later tradition’s
emphasis on tagwa as a positive ethical trait, and
likewise by modern interpreters’ desire to efface
what might appear as an irrational affective state at
the core of Islam.

Bibliography: = Becker, A. H., “Martyrdom, Religious Dif-
ference, and ‘Fear’ as a Category of Piety in the Sasanian
Empire: The Case of the Martyrdom of Gregory and the Martyr-
dom of Yazdpaneh” Journal of Late Antiquity 2 (2009) 300-336.
= Melchert, C., “Exaggerated Fear in the Early Islamic Re-
nunciant Tradition,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 3/21
(2001) 283-300. = Ohlander, E. S., “Fear of God (Tagwa) in
the Qur’an: Some Notes on Semantic Shift and Thematic
Context.” JSS 50 (2005) 137-52. mSizgorich, T., Violence
and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity and
Islam (Philadelphia, Pa. 2009) 168-95

Michael E. Pregill

V. Literature

Most instances of biblical fear involve fear of God,
but in Genesis the animals fear humanity (Gen
9:2), and Gentiles fear Israel in the Deuteronomis-
tic History (e.g., Deut 2:25; Josh 2:24). The more
general fear of death, privation, and suffering that
afflicts the Israelites, disciples, and early followers
of Jesus (e.g., Deut 1:21; Matt 10:28; Rev 2:10)
represents a form of human experience that preoc-
cupies literary artists, many of whom draw directly
and indirectly from the Bible.

Sgren Kierkegaard applies the biblical phrase
“fear and trembling” (Ps 55:5; Mark 5:35) to his
meditation on the Agedah (Gen 22), even though
that text contains no reference to fear. Kierke-
gaard’s biblically-grounded studies of fear, dread,
and anxiety have been compared to literary depic-
tions of fear in Poe and others (Badenhausen). In
fact, Romantic and modern literature generalized
biblical “fear and dread” (e.g., Exod 15:16) into a
category of experience closely linked to the sublime
and increasingly evoked for dramatic literary effect
in such works as Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s (see
“Coleridge, Samuel Taylor”) “Rime of the Ancient
Mariner” (which also alludes to Cain):
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Like one that on a lonesome road Doth walk in
fear and dread,

And having once turned round walks on,

And turns no more his head;

Because he knows, a frightful fiend

Doth close behind him tread. (Coleridge: 62—63)

The aesthetic taste for horror and dread illustrated
by Coleridge can be associated with the category of
the sublime, which according to Immanuel Kant
has to do with the experience of something vast and
overwhelming and may give rise to the reverence
and respect associated with religion (Kant: 123).
The related concept of the “uncanny” leads Sig-
mund Freud to explore literary evidence, especially
E.T.A. Hoffman’s The Sandman (Der Sandmann 1816),
for the frightening and unsettling experiences
rooted in familiar life. Freud’s The “Uncanny” (Das
“Unheimliche,” 1919) discusses fairy tales, tragedies,
and other stories of death, the supernatural, and
doubles as sources of a modern aesthetic of fear
rooted in but far removed from biblical sources.
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1. Ancient Near East

Fear as the experience of awe or reverence toward a
divine being or supreme power is prevalent in sev-
eral ANE cultures.

Fear of the divine in Egyptian religion “has not
received enough attention,” despite the fact that
texts dating from the Old to the New Kingdom
“bear witness to its importance in Egyptian reli-
gion” (Fuhs: 298). The service to and reverence of
the pharaoh arose from the perception of this royal
figure as the incarnation or embodiment of a deity.



