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Introduction

What motivates you? Why do you do the things you do? Why do you wear the things you wear, say 
the things you say? Why do you get embarrassed when you make a mistake? Why are you different 
with certain types of people? Why are you so concerned about what other people think? Why is 
evangelism so intimidating? Why do you care more about what your friends think than what God 
thinks?

These are a sampling of the sorts of questions that we’ll be exploring together in this study.

Call it what you want: peer pressure, people pleasing, fear of man, or something else. Here ís the 
reality: we ALL struggle with it. As a pastor, I’m constantly battling the temptation to do things, say 
things, and preach things that will tickle the ears of people. My life, more often than I’d like to admit, 
is controlled by what other people think, or at least my perception of what they think. 

Part of my purpose in this material is to get you to see that this syndrome is something you struggle 
with, too. You know what they say: admitting that you have a problem is the first step to recovery.

This common enemy is not limited to our time and place. As we’ll see, the Scriptures are replete with 
examples of people, oftentimes “powerful” people, whose lives were actually controlled by their 
perception of what others thought.

Before we proceed, I want to give credit where credit is due. I am indebted, both in terms of this 
material and in terms of my own personal growth in this area, to Ed Welch’s monumental book, When 
People are Big and God is Small: Overcoming Peer Pressure, Codependency, and the Fear of Man.
I’ll be referring throughout to this resource, and my hope is that you’ll make use of it as a youth group 
or as individuals, either as a supplement to this lesson material or as a follow-up. Obviously, his 
material goes into much greater depth and detail than we can cover in a few short lessons together. In 
fact, it’s from that book that I want to take a concrete example of what the fear of man looks like in a 
high school context. It’s author Ed Welch’s own experience: 

My personal awakening to this problem came when I was a high-school senior. I had always been 
shy and self-conscious, controlled by what my peers thought (or might have thought), but I never 
considered it seriously until the day of the awards assembly.

I was up for an award, and I was scared to death I would get it!

The auditorium was bulging with over two thousand high-school juniors and seniors.  From the 
back, where I liked to sit, it seemed a good mile or two up to the platform. All I could think of was 
what my classmates would think of me while I walked to the front.  Would I walk funny? Would 
I trip going up the stairs?  Would one person — I prayed it wouldn’t be a girl I liked — think I 
was a jerk?  What about those who were also nominated or who thought they were deserving?
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What would they think of me if I won instead of them? What would I ever say for a brief 
acceptance speech?

God, please don’t let me get this! I prayed.

After a number of lesser awards were announced, the vice principal went to the podium to 
introduce the winner. He began with a short, somewhat cryptic [obscure] biographical sketch. It 
didn’t sound exactly like me, but it was generic enough to fit. I was starting to sweat, but I sat 
motionless for fear that someone would think I was getting interested. Finally the announcement 
came: ‘And the winner of this year’s senior award is Rick Wilson!’

Rick Wilson! I couldn’t believe it! Of all people. No one even thought he was a candidate!

You can imagine my reaction. Relief? No way. I felt like a total failure. Now what would people 
think of me? They knew I was up for the award, and someone else was chosen. What a loser I 
was.

Immediately my mind began spinning out justifications. If I had worked at all this year, I would 
have won.  I certainly had the potential, I just didn’t want to win. I’m a late bloomer; when I get 
to college, I will show them.  I was ashamed to go back to class.

Pitiful, isn’t it?

Later that day the events replayed in my mind. What a mess! I reflected. I live like a frightened 
kid. I am so controlled by what other people think or might possibly think.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1. Break up into small groups (this may be dependent on the size of your gathering) and discuss your 
initial thoughts and reactions to Welch’s experience. Can you relate? Is the fear of man something 
you struggle with? That others struggle with? After giving sufficient time, come back together as 
a big group and share your thoughts.

Leaders:  The goal in this exercise is to get your kids to begin thinking about the reality of the fear 
of man in all of us. Be open and honest with your own struggles here — this will encourage them 
(and perhaps shock them!). As we’ll see in later chapters, people express this fear in various 
ways, so their answers should vary a bit. Remember — you’re gathering their first thoughts on the 
issue. While all of them think about it, they may have never been in a situation where they’ve been 
asked to talk about it with others.

2. The Fear of Man is more about how we perceive things than the way things actually are. Evaluate.

Leaders: What so often cripples us is not what others ACTUALLY think, but what we THINK they 
think! It’s crucial that we see this. How many times in our lives haven’t we assumed that 
somebody will react a certain way; in fact, it went much better than we expected.  

3. Peer pressure comes in different shapes and sizes. What are some examples of peer pressure that 
you’ve experienced in your own context?

Leaders:  Not all your students will have experienced the type of peer pressure that we normally 
associate peer pressure with, i.e., drugs, alcohol, sex, etc. (some of them, no doubt, will have; or 
will). Get them to see that peer pressure also includes other things such as: giving in to gossip, 
participating in “locker room” talk, watching movies and listening to music that glorifies the 
lusts of the flesh instead of Jesus, etc.

4. Ed Welch’s book is called, When People are Big and God is Small. Why do you think he gave it 
that title? What do you think he’s getting at? 

Leaders:  Again, your goal here is to introduce this theme to the kids, not cover all the bases in 
one big swoop. Welch’s title suggests that our problem is that we too often live as though people 
were bigger to us than God. As we’ll discuss later, part of the solution is found in knowing and 
trusting that God is indeed bigger than people.
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5. Look up the following verses about the fear of man vs. the fear of God. How do these instruct us?

a. Isaiah 51:12-13

b. Proverbs 29:25

c. Psalm 27:1-3

d. Isaiah 41:10

e. Hebrews 13:6

Leaders:  Each of these verses warn us not to fear man, but rather to fear God who is stronger 
and mightier than the strongest person.
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Chapter 2: The Symptoms (Part 1)

Leader’s Note:  The goal of this lesson is to uncover the symptoms of the fear of man syndrome. This 
list is in no way exhaustive, but hopefully will give the students enough symptoms that they’ll begin to 
see how the fear of man is closer to home than they may have realized. 

I try my best to stay away from the doctor’s office, but sometimes it’s inevitable. When something 
just isn’t feeling right, or working right, or looking right, it’s time to take the plunge.  

When you are at the doctor one of the first questions that gets asked, usually while you’re filling out 
paperwork, is what your symptoms are. What’s exactly wrong? What brought you in today? (They 
know as well as us that we didn’t come in because we just didn’t have anything better to do!)  Before 
the doctor can help you, he has to know what the problem is.

In this lesson, we’re going to spend some time trying to uncover some of the leading symptoms of the 
fear of man. What does it look like to have the fear of man? How do I know if I have it? How does it 
manifest itself in everyday life?  

So, without any further adieu, here we go: you may have the fear of man if the following things are 
true of you:

Symptom #1— if you are CONTROLLED by others’ opinions of you (or how you perceive they 
think of you!) 

1. Ask yourself:  why did you choose to wear what you are wearing today? Why did you say the 
things you said (or why did you not say what you wanted to say)?

Leaders:  This is a rhetorical question, intended to make the students think.  Give them a little 
time to think about it before moving on.  Inevitably there will be one bold fellow who will want to 
share his true inner thoughts!    

2. The Apostle Peter is a prime time example of a man who was controlled by other people. Read 
Luke 22:54-62 together.  

a. what surprises you the most about this episode?

Leaders:  Answers will vary, but it’s always surprising to think that the most courageous of the 
disciples was the one to deny Christ.
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b. what does Peter’s first denial say about the kind of people that can control us?

Leaders:  The people who control us do not have to be big or powerful or popular.  The 
servant girl is a case in point.

Symptom #2 — if you CHANGE who you are just to fit in 

3. Peer pressure “refers to the influence exerted by a peer group in encouraging a person to change 
his or her attitudes, values, or behaviors in order to conform to group norms.” Discuss.

Leaders:  We can become human chameleons depending on how bad we want to fit in.

4. Read Galatians 2:11-12. Why did Peter change his tune?

Leaders:  Peter changed when those he thought were important walked into the cafeteria.

Symptom #3 —  if you CAN’T say no to people 

5. What motivates a person who just can’t say no to people, even to parents or teachers or pastors?

Leaders:  People who can’t say no are usually people pleasers. These are the kids that don’t want 
to disappoint anybody, so they say yes to everybody. These are the ones who are involved in every 
conceivable activity, not necessarily because they want to, but perhaps because they want to be 
thought of as gifted and active.

6. Look up Galatians 1:10 and Colossians 3:22-23. What do they teach about people pleasing?

Leaders:  The Scriptures call us to please God above men. His glory should be our goal!
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Chapter 3: The Symptoms (Part 2)

Leader’s Note:  The goal of this lesson continues that of the previous lesson. We’re trying to unearth 
specific symptoms of the fear of man. Before we get to the causes and the remedies, we have to know 
what to look for in order to come to the realization that this isn’t just a problem that other people 
struggle with, but something that I struggle with, too.

In this lesson we’ll continue to expose the symptoms which are common to the fear of man.
Remember, you’re not alone in this. We all fall prey to this syndrome in various ways and forms.  It’s 
crucial that you be honest with yourself, and do your best to see how you have succumbed to this 
problem.

Last time we considered the following: the fear of man is seen in people who

1. are controlled by others’ opinions 
2. change who they are just to fit in
3. can’t say no to other people

Continuing our list from the previous lesson, then, you may suffer from the fear of man if the 
following symptoms are true of you

Symptom #4 — if you COVER up the truth about yourself to make yourself look better

1. Ed Welch writes, “Everyday is Halloween. Putting on our masks is a regular part of our morning 
ritual, just like brushing our teeth and eating breakfast. The masquerade, however, is anything but 
festive. Underneath the masks are people who are terrified that there will be an unveiling.”  Do 
you agree?  In what sense?

Leaders:  I think Welch is spot on here. We are often masking our true selves by trying to appear 
better than we actually are. We might tell “little white lies” or “exaggerate” the truth in order to 
keep up our appearance 

2. Who is more prone to suffer from the fear of man — shy people or outgoing people? Why?

 Leaders:  I’m not sure there’s a right answer for this one. Shy people often are shy, or use their 
natural shyness as a crutch, precisely because they care too much about making a mistake or 
saying something silly. Outgoing people, those who are so-called “popular,” also struggle 
though. They are often driven by wanting to get the acceptance of others, which is why they’ll do 
anything to be in the center of attention.
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 Symptom #5 — if you COMPARE yourself horizontally to other people

3. What are some ways that you compare yourself to others in a fear of man sort of way?

Leaders:  The list is endless. How about Facebook friends to start!

4. Read Luke 18:9-14.  Where was each man finding his identity?

a. the Pharisee 

Leaders:  Sadly, he identified himself in comparison with the tax collector, and felt pretty 
good about it!

b. the Tax Collector 

Leaders: He rightly compared himself vertically with God, and felt pretty bad about it.

Symptom # 6 — if you are CONSISTENLY and easily embarrassed 

5. Why do people get easily embarrassed?  

Leaders:  Usually because they’re overly concerned by what others think of them.

Symptom # 7 — if you are overly CONCERNED about being rejected

6. The Apostle John tells us that some of the rulers in Jesus’ day were on the brink of believing in 
Christ’s message, but then eventually turned back. What caused this? Read John 12:42-43.

Leaders:  These rulers were afraid of rejection, of the physical consequences. Their view of man 
was bigger than their view of Jesus.

In many ways, we’re just skimming the surface when it comes to identifying the symptoms of the fear 
of man. Ed Welch concludes, “Fear of man comes in these packages and many others. Does it include 
you yet?  If not, consider just one word: evangelism. Have you ever been too timid to share your faith 
in Christ because others might think you are an irrational fool? Gotcha. Fear of man is such a part of 
our human fabric that we should check for a pulse if someone denies it.”
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Chapter 4: The Causes

Leader’s Note:  The purpose of this chapter is to dig a little deeper at what lies underneath the soil of 
the fear of man. Why are we so concerned about what other people think of us? Why do we often treat 
people as though they are bigger than God? Similar to the symptoms, we’re providing a sketch here. 
It would be wonderful if you could come up with additional causes. But these, I think, approach the 
heart of the matter.

Up to this point we’ve been considering proof which would suggest that the fear of man is a universal 
problem — something we all battle in some capacity.  

Over the course of the last two lessons, we looked at the symptoms. This is an important place to start.  
We typically don’t go to the doctor unless we think we have a problem. Yet seeing the symptoms and 
getting help are two different things. Before a remedy is offered, the doctor will attempt to get to the 
root cause of the problem.

As I write this material there is a woman in our congregation who has identified a myriad of 
symptoms she’s been experiencing over the course of the past year. She’s acutely and painfully aware 
that something is wrong with her. The problem is that neither she nor the doctors know what it is. 
What she needs now is a cause. What’s causing her pain? What’s the underlying issue that is 
producing these abnormalities?

Similarly, we can’t get the help we need with the fear of man until we get to the root cause(s). So let’s 
take this lesson exploring some possibilities.

Root Cause #1:  we have a CRAVING to be accepted 

1. People have a natural propensity to be accepted by others. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why 
not?

Leaders:  Adam and Eve were created in perfect fellowship, both in their relationship vertically 
with God and in their relationship horizontally with each other. Sin drove a giant wedge. Post 
Eden, humans have a natural desire for fellowship, and for acceptance. The tragedy, of course, is 
that in our sinful flesh we often look for it in the wrong places.

2. Where do most people, including people you know, look for acceptance?  How do they go about 
achieving it?

Leaders:  Answers will inevitably vary; some possibilities include: friends, teachers, peer groups. 
Many people will try to morph themselves into what they perceive will gain them acceptance in a 
particular group.
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Root Cause #2:  we have a CAPTIVATION with ourselves 

3. Read Luke 23:22-24. Why did Pilate give in to the crowds? Who was Pilate most concerned 
about?

Leaders:  He buckled under pressure because he was thinking about his own reputation. He knew 
Jesus was innocent, but his popularity and political respectability were at stake.

4. We live as though we need people to fill our cups, rather than living to fill the cups of others.
Why do you think this is so often the case?

Leaders:  We are by nature selfish people. We’ll choose friends on the basis of what they can give 
us, and we’ll even break friendships if they don’t give us what we want. We’re like leeches: 
always trying to get acceptance from others, rather than pouring ourselves out in love.

Root Cause #3:  we have a CONFUSION about size 

5. Evaluate the following: we have a truncated view of God but a supersized view of people.

Leaders:  The problem is that our view of God is too small, and our view of others is too big.

6. John 12:42-43 says, “...for they loved praise from men more than praise from God.” What does 
this reveal about the cause of the fear of man?

Leaders:  We get trapped when we care more about what people think of us than what God thinks 
of us.

7. Welch writes, “We are more concerned about looking stupid (a fear of people) than we are about 
acting sinfully (fear of the Lord).” Do you agree? Why or why not?

Leaders:  Welch is right. Our functional view of God is way too small.

In many ways the core problem is quite simple. It’s not as complicated as the woman in my 
congregation who is sick and doesn’t know why. The reason we struggle with this fear of man 
syndrome is that we love ourselves too much and we don’t love God enough. We too often make 
ourselves the center of the universe, rather than enjoying the fact that God actually is.

In our fifth and final lesson, we’ll move from the causes to the remedies. OK — you’re convinced this 
is something you struggle with; you acknowledge that the heart of the problem is the problem of your 
heart. Now what? How can we get from point A (acknowledgment of a problem) to point B (living in 
such a way that God is big and people’s opinions of us are small)?
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Chapter 5: The Remedies

Leader’s Note:  The purpose of this lesson is to move the students from recognition to 
implementation. In other words, while one of our goals is to get them to see that fear of man is 
universal, we want to take them one step further. We just considered a few of the root causes, namely, 
that we make life about me, myself, and I. But humbled and exposed, where do we go from here? How 
do we go from being a person who is controlled by our perception of what other people think to 
people who are driven by love for God and love for our neighbor? That’s the essence of this final 
installment.

Congratulations on making it this far! If you’ve been with us from the beginning, you’ve been 
confronted with some harsh yet honest realities about the fear of man in all of us. Why do we do the 
things we do? Usually because we care way too much about what others think of us, or at least how 
we perceive them to think of us.

But it’s not enough to acknowledge you have a problem. AA meetings aren’t just an acknowledgment 
of problems, they’re also avenues for solutions. So in this last and final lesson, we’re going to take 
that final step, from recognition to implementation, by asking the following question: how do we go 
from being controlled by people to being controlled by loving God and loving people?

Remedy #1 — God must Increase, Man must Decrease 

1. How can you cultivate this? Please discuss.  

Leaders:  Answers might include: studying the attributes of God, daily repentance, worship of 
God, etc.

2. Read Isaiah 6:1-5. What happened to Isaiah in this passage?  

Leaders:  He decreased while his view of God increased!

3. What happens to your view of self when you visit places like the Grand Canyon? Does such an 
experience make you feel bigger or smaller?

Leaders:  Standing next to the Grand Canyon should create an overwhelming sense of your 
smallness and God’s bigness. Pastor John Piper has pointed this out very helpfully.

Remedy #2 — We must be Controlled by our Christian Identity, not how others might 
Identify us 
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4. Author Jerry Bridges encourages his readers to preach the gospel to themselves every single day.
How might this help us when it comes to matters of identity?  

Leaders:  When we are driven by our identity in Christ (accepted, forgiven, beloved by God, etc.) 
we will care much less about what others may think of us.  This is absolutely liberating!

5. What is God’s view of His children?

Leaders:  Clothed in the perfect robes of Jesus Christ, as if we ourselves have kept all the 
commandments of God.  We are loved, accepted, and rejoiced over!

6. Read Romans 8:31 and discuss.  

Leaders:  When God is on our side; when God names us and identifies us, man can do nothing to 
harm us.

Remedy #3 — We must Love People More, and Need People less 

7. What happens when our cups are filled with Christ? Do you need people to give us acceptance?

Leaders:  When Christ is our satisfaction, then we don’t need others to give us approval; not to 
mention then we are liberated and free to empty ourselves and love others, even those who are 
difficult to love!

8. Eleanor Roosevelt said, “You wouldn’t worry so much about what others think of you if you 
realized how seldom they do.” Discuss.

Leaders:  One of the leaders at the RYS convention brought this quote to my attention after I 
delivered this workshop. It’s so helpful! We often think that people are constantly thinking about 
us, when in reality, they’re usually not.
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Concluding Thoughts

Ultimately, change can only happen through the transforming work of the Holy Spirit. The first thing 
we need to make sure we do is trust in Jesus Christ for salvation. Then we need to meditate often upon 
the cross, where we find God’s love most powerful and personally demonstrated.

In II Corinthians 5:14-15 Paul writes, “For the love of Christ compels us...that those who live should 
live no longer for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again.”

We fear man because we live too often for ourselves. We are easily controlled by what others think.
As a result, we often walk through life on egg shells, doing things to gain acceptance rather than 
doing things to glorify God and love others well.

May Jesus Christ be enlarged in our hearts, so that others won’t appear so big. When this happens, no 
longer are people simply the means to our selfish ends, but objects of our love and concern.

To God alone be the glory.
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Introduction

What motivates you? Why do you do the things you do? Why do you wear the things you wear, say 
the things you say? Why do you get embarrassed when you make a mistake? Why are you different 
with certain types of people? Why are you so concerned about what other people think? Why is 
evangelism so intimidating? Why do you care more about what your friends think than what God 
thinks?

These are a sampling of the sorts of questions that we’ll be exploring together in this study.

Call it what you want: peer pressure, people pleasing, fear of man, or something else. Here ís the 
reality: we ALL struggle with it. As a pastor, I’m constantly battling the temptation to do things, say 
things, and preach things that will tickle the ears of people. My life, more often than I’d like to admit, 
is controlled by what other people think, or at least my perception of what they think. 

Part of my purpose in this material is to get you to see that this syndrome is something you struggle 
with, too. You know what they say: admitting that you have a problem is the first step to recovery.

This common enemy is not limited to our time and place. As we’ll see, the Scriptures are replete with 
examples of people, oftentimes “powerful” people, whose lives were actually controlled by their 
perception of what others thought.

Before we proceed, I want to give credit where credit is due. I am indebted, both in terms of this 
material and in terms of my own personal growth in this area, to Ed Welch’s monumental book, When 
People are Big and God is Small: Overcoming Peer Pressure, Codependency, and the Fear of Man.
I’ll be referring throughout to this resource, and my hope is that you’ll make use of it as a youth group 
or as individuals, either as a supplement to this lesson material or as a follow-up. Obviously, his 
material goes into much greater depth and detail than we can cover in a few short lessons together. In 
fact, it’s from that book that I want to take a concrete example of what the fear of man looks like in a 
high school context. It’s author Ed Welch’s own experience: 

My personal awakening to this problem came when I was a high-school senior. I had always been 
shy and self-conscious, controlled by what my peers thought (or might have thought), but I never 
considered it seriously until the day of the awards assembly.

I was up for an award, and I was scared to death I would get it!

The auditorium was bulging with over two thousand high-school juniors and seniors.  From the 
back, where I liked to sit, it seemed a good mile or two up to the platform. All I could think of was 
what my classmates would think of me while I walked to the front.  Would I walk funny? Would 
I trip going up the stairs?  Would one person — I prayed it wouldn’t be a girl I liked — think I 
was a jerk?  What about those who were also nominated or who thought they were deserving?
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What would they think of me if I won instead of them? What would I ever say for a brief 
acceptance speech?

God, please don’t let me get this! I prayed.

After a number of lesser awards were announced, the vice principal went to the podium to 
introduce the winner. He began with a short, somewhat cryptic [obscure] biographical sketch. It 
didn’t sound exactly like me, but it was generic enough to fit. I was starting to sweat, but I sat 
motionless for fear that someone would think I was getting interested. Finally the announcement 
came: ‘And the winner of this year’s senior award is Rick Wilson!’

Rick Wilson! I couldn’t believe it! Of all people. No one even thought he was a candidate!

You can imagine my reaction. Relief? No way. I felt like a total failure. Now what would people 
think of me? They knew I was up for the award, and someone else was chosen. What a loser I 
was.

Immediately my mind began spinning out justifications. If I had worked at all this year, I would 
have won. I certainly had the potential, I just didn’t want to win. I’m a late bloomer; when I get to 
college, I will show them. I was ashamed to go back to class.

Pitiful, isn’t it?

Later that day the events replayed in my mind. What a mess! I reflected. I live like a frightened 
kid. I am so controlled by what other people think or might possibly think.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1. Break up into small groups (this may be dependent on the size of your gathering) and discuss your 
initial thoughts and reactions to Welch’s experience. Can you relate? Is the fear of man something 
you struggle with? That others struggle with? After giving sufficient time, come back together as 
a big group and share your thoughts.  

2. The Fear of Man is more about how we perceive things than the way things actually are.  
Evaluate.

3. Peer pressure comes in different shapes and sizes. What are some examples of peer pressure that 
you’ve experienced in your own context?  

4. Ed Welch’s book is called, When People are Big and God is Small. Why do you think he gave it 
that title? What do you think he’s getting at? 

5. Look up the following verses about the fear of man vs. the fear of God. How do these instruct us?
a. Isaiah 51:12-13

b. Proverbs 29:25

c. Psalm 27:1-3

d. Isaiah 41:10

e. Hebrews 13:6
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Chapter 2: The Symptoms (Part 1)

I try my best to stay away from the doctor’s office, but sometimes it’s inevitable. When something 
just isn’t feeling right, or working right, or looking right, it’s time to take the plunge.

When you are at the doctor one of the first questions that gets asked, usually while you’re filling out 
paperwork, is what your symptoms are. What’s exactly wrong? What brought you in today? (They 
know as well as us that we didn’t come in because we just didn’t have anything better to do!)  Before 
the doctor can help you, he has to know what the problem is.

In this lesson, we’re going to spend some time trying to uncover some of the leading symptoms of the 
fear of man. What does it look like to have the fear of man? How do I know if I have it? How does it 
manifest itself in everyday life?  

So, without any further adieu, here we go: you may have the fear of man if the following things are 
true of you

Symptom #1— if you are CONTROLLED by others’ opinions of you (or how you perceive they 
think of you!) 

1. Ask yourself: why did you choose to wear what you are wearing today? Why did you say the 
things you said (or why did you not say what you wanted to say)?

2. The Apostle Peter is a prime time example of a man who was controlled by other people. Read 
Luke 22:54-62 together.

a. what surprises you the most about this episode?

b. what does Peter’s first denial say about the kind of people that can control us?

Symptom #2 — if you CHANGE who you are just to fit in 

3. Peer pressure “refers to the influence exerted by a peer group in encouraging a person to change 
his or her attitudes, values, or behaviors in order to conform to group norms.” Discuss.

4. Read Galatians 2:11-12. Why did Peter change his tune?
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Symptom #3 —  if you CAN’T say no to people 

5. What motivates a person who just can’t say no to people, even to parents or teachers or pastors?

6. Look up Galatians 1:10 and Colossians 3:22-23. What do they teach about people pleasing?  
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Chapter 3: The Symptoms (Part 2)

In this lesson we’ll continue to expose the symptoms which are common to the fear of man.
Remember, you’re not alone in this. We all fall prey to this syndrome in various ways and forms. It’s 
crucial that you be honest with yourself, and do your best to see how you have succumbed to this 
problem.

Last time we considered the following: the fear of man is seen in people who

1. are controlled by others’ opinions 
2. change who they are just to fit in
3. can’t say no to other people

Continuing our list from the previous lesson, then, you may suffer from the fear of man if the 
following symptoms are true of you

Symptom #4 — if you COVER up the truth about yourself to make yourself look better

1. Ed Welch writes, “Everyday is Halloween. Putting on our masks is a regular part of our morning 
ritual, just like brushing our teeth and eating breakfast. The masquerade, however, is anything but 
festive. Underneath the masks are people who are terrified that there will be an unveiling.”  Do 
you agree?  In what sense?

2. Who is more prone to suffer from the fear of man — shy people or outgoing people? Why?

Symptom #5 — if you COMPARE yourself horizontally to other people

3. What are some ways that you compare yourself to others in a fear of man sort of way?
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4. Read Luke 18:9-14. Where was each man finding his identity?
a. the Pharisee 

b. the Tax Collector 

Symptom # 6 — if you are CONSISTENLY and easily embarrassed 

5. Why do people get easily embarrassed?  

Symptom # 7 — if you are overly CONCERNED about being rejected

6. The Apostle John tells us that some of the rulers in Jesus’ day were on the brink of believing in 
Christ’s message, but then eventually turned back. What caused this? Read John 12:42-43.

In many ways, we’re just skimming the surface when it comes to identifying the symptoms of the fear 
of man. Ed Welch concludes, “Fear of man comes in these packages and many others. Does it include 
you yet?  If not, consider just one word: evangelism. Have you ever been too timid to share your faith 
in Christ because others might think you are an irrational fool? Gotcha. Fear of man is such a part of 
our human fabric that we should check for a pulse if someone denies it.”
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Chapter 4: The Causes

Up to this point we’ve been considering proof which would suggest that the fear of man is a universal 
problem — something we all battle in some capacity.

Over the course of the last two lessons, we looked at the symptoms. This is an important place to start.  
We typically don’t go to the doctor unless we think we have a problem. Yet seeing the symptoms and 
getting help are two different things. Before a remedy is offered, the doctor will attempt to get to the 
root cause of the problem.

As I write this material there is a woman in our congregation who has identified a myriad of 
symptoms she’s been experiencing over the course of the past year. She’s acutely and painfully aware 
that something is wrong with her. The problem is that neither she nor the doctors know what it is. 
What she needs now is a cause. What’s causing her pain?  What’s the underlying issue that is 
producing these abnormalities?

Similarly, we can’t get the help we need with the fear of man until we get to the root cause(s). So let’s 
take this lesson exploring some possibilities.

Root Cause #1:  we have a CRAVING to be accepted 

1. People have a natural propensity to be accepted by others. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why 
not?

2. Where do most people, including people you know, look for acceptance?  How do they go about 
achieving it?

Root Cause #2:  we have a CAPTIVATION with ourselves 

3. Read Luke 23:22-24. Why did Pilate give in to the crowds? Who was Pilate most concerned 
about?

4. We live as though we need people to fill our cups, rather than living to fill the cups of others.
Why do you think this is so often the case?
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Root Cause #3:  we have a CONFUSION about size 

5. Evaluate the following: we have a truncated view of God but a supersized view of people.

6. John 12:42-43 says, “...for they loved praise from men more than praise from God.” What does 
this reveal about the cause of the fear of man?

7. Welch writes, “We are more concerned about looking stupid (a fear of people) than we are about 
acting sinfully (fear of the Lord).” Do you agree? Why or why not?

In many ways the core problem is quite simple. It’s not as complicated as the woman in my 
congregation who is sick and doesn’t know why. The reason we struggle with this fear of man 
syndrome is that we love ourselves too much and we don’t love God enough. We too often make 
ourselves the center of the universe, rather than enjoying the fact that God actually is.

In our fifth and final lesson, we’ll move from the causes to the remedies. OK — you’re convinced this 
is something you struggle with; you acknowledge that the heart of the problem is the problem of your 
heart. Now what? How can we get from point A (acknowledgment of a problem) to point B (living in 
such a way that God is big and people’s opinions of us are small)?
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Chapter 5: The Remedies

Congratulations on making it this far! If you’ve been with us from the beginning, you’ve been 
confronted with some harsh yet honest realities about the fear of man in all of us. Why do we do the 
things we do? Usually because we care way too much about what others think of us, or at least how 
we perceive them to think of us.

But it’s not enough to acknowledge you have a problem. AA meetings aren’t just an acknowledgment 
of problems, they’re also avenues for solutions. So in this last and final lesson, we’re going to take 
that final step, from recognition to implementation, by asking the following question: how do we go 
from being controlled by people to being controlled by loving God and loving people?

Remedy #1 — God must Increase, Man must Decrease 

1. How can you cultivate this? Please discuss.  

2. Read Isaiah 6:1-5. What happened to Isaiah in this passage?  

3. What happens to your view of self when you visit places like the Grand Canyon? Does such an 
experience make you feel bigger or smaller?

Remedy #2 — We must be Controlled by our Christian Identity, not how others might 
Identify us 

4. Author Jerry Bridges encourages his readers to preach the gospel to themselves every single day.
How might this help us when it comes to matters of identity?  

5. What is God’s view of His children?



It’s Cool to Be Me, Right? — Page 11

6. Read Romans 8:31 and discuss.  

Remedy #3 — We must love people More, and Need People less 

7. What happens when our cups are filled with Christ? Do you need people to give us acceptance?

8. Eleanor Roosevelt said, “You wouldn’t worry so much about what others think of you if you 
realized how seldom they do.” Discuss.
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Concluding Thoughts

Ultimately, change can only happen through the transforming work of the Holy Spirit. The first thing 
we need to make sure we do is trust in Jesus Christ for salvation. Then we need to meditate often upon 
the cross, where we find God’s love most powerful and personally demonstrated.

In II Corinthians 5:14-15 Paul writes, “For the love of Christ compels us...that those who live should 
live no longer for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again.”

We fear man because we live too often for ourselves. We are easily controlled by what others think.
As a result, we often walk through life on egg shells, doing things to gain acceptance rather than 
doing things to glorify God and love others well.

May Jesus Christ be enlarged in our hearts, so that others won’t appear so big. When this happens, no 
longer are people simply the means to our selfish ends, but objects of our love and concern.

To God alone be the glory.
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