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I. Introduction 
A. John 12:42-43 . . Nevertheless many even of the rulers believed in Him,

but because of the Pharisees they were not confessing Him, for fear that
they would be put out of the synagogue; [43] for they loved the approval
of men rather than (more than) the approval of God. 

B. Prayer

II. Success in evangelism, the power of fear, loving the approval of men
A. In vs 42-43, John summarizes the current situation between Jesus and

the religious leaders who were at least somewhat supportive of Him. And
there are three things I want to bring to your attention from this short
summary. 
1. First, we ought not measure success in evangelism by the response

of those we reach with the gospel message. 
2. Second, unhealthy, unfounded, paralyzing, and irrational fears are

both the enemy of faith in God and self-destructive. 
3. Third, those from whom we seek approval are those to whom we give

allegiance. 
B. Let’s return to the first point, which is, we ought not measure success

in evangelism by the response of those we reach with the gospel message. 
1. It is probable that during Jesus’ three years of ministry, those who

believed in Jesus, and especially those who followed Him, like His
disciples, found it hard to understand why Israel’s religious leaders
rejected and turned against Jesus – especially in light of His teachings
and miracles.  

2. It is also possible that, like many of us, they were thinking there must
be something more – something beyond what Jesus had already said
and done that would bring about a positive, repentant, and believing
response from these unbelieving, hostile religious leaders. 
a. In other words, like many in the church today, it is possible they

believed that when evangelism is done right, most of those reached
will be converted. 

b. For example, it is commonly held that when there is a moving
of the Holy Spirit in a certain place, or in those hearing the
message, or in and through those who are presenting the gospel,



that those hearing the message will turn from their sin and be
converted. 

c. And there are those who put a lot of effort into devising a better
method and message because they believe that the right method
and message will produce the intended results. A few examples
of such “evangelism improvement” efforts include “The Roman’s
Road,” the “Four Spiritual Laws,” modern gospel tracts, and
friendship evangelism. 

3. Now you may be wondering why we are talking about this. 
a. My goal is to remind you that Jesus, who was the perfect son of

God, who spoke what God told Him to speak, who did what God
told Him to do, and who knew the best method and message for
evangelism – was not all that successful in turning sinners from
their sinful ways to faith in God. 

b. And if Jesus was not successful at bringing crowds of people to
repentance and conversion, and if Jesus was not successful at
winning the religious leaders – a group of people whose education,
work, and practices should have made them easy people to convert
– then why should we think we can do better than Him or why
should we measure the success of our evangelistic efforts by the
number of people converted? 

4. The truth is, success in evangelism is never to be determined by the
number of converts. Rather, success in evangelism is to be measured
by faithfulness to the gospel message, by a life that supports the
message, by honesty with those being evangelized, by love for the
lost in general and specifically for the person you talking to, and by
sincerity in prayer for the sowing of seed and the harvesting of souls. 
a. Success in evangelism is to be measured by dependance on the

Holy Spirit to convict sinner’s and prepare their hearts for
receiving the gospel, and by dependance on the Holy Spirit to
bring things to your own mind and provide words when you are
stumbling. 

b. And success in evangelism is to be measured by leaving the
response to the gospel to those hearing the message, and the
results of your efforts to God. 

5. Therefore, make it your aim to evangelize from the foundation of a
godly life, that is, a life that supports the message rather than
contradicts it. Make it your aim to be sincere, loving, bold, and
forthright in speaking the truth. And do not be deterred in your efforts
if only a few respond by repenting and trusting in Jesus. 



C. The second thing I want to talk about from vs 42-43 is that unhealthy,
unfounded, paralyzing, and irrational fears are both the enemy of faith
in God and self-destructive. 
1. Without question, there is good fear. For example, the fear of God

is the beginning of wisdom – and that is good fear, energizing fear,
and it is intelligent and rational fear. 
a. Good fear, such as the fear of God, promotes spiritual, mental,

and emotional health. 
b. Good fear provides reasonable protection, it helps you wisely face

and manage risks, it aids you in focusing on what matters most,
and it makes it possible to engage in relationships in healthy
ways. 

c. And good fear motivates you to live a godly life whenever love
for God and man fails to be a sufficient motivation. In other words,
good fear makes your life better. 

2. The reality is, unhealthy, unfounded, paralyzing, and irrational fears
make your life worse, because they get in the way of trusting God
and promote choices and behavior that are ultimately self-destructive.
a. For example, an unhealthy fear of trusting someone to love you,

to accept and approve of you, or to remain loyal and faithful to
you motivates a variety of behaviors that are intended to protect
you from the suffering and pain of losing love, or of being criticized
and rejected, or of having someone you were counting on become
disloyal or unfaithful. 
(1) However, such fears motivate the kind of self-protective

choices and behaviors that are so self-serving that they get
in the way of patience, forgiveness, and grace with those
whose failures threaten your sense of security, or damage
a loving relationships, or prevent true intimacy. 

(2) The reality is, though their failure is wrong and hurtful, your
self-serving protection results in choices and behavior that
are just as wrong and hurtful so that you further damage your
character and the relationship – thus making things worse. 

b. Let me give you another example. When the 12 spies reported
on what they found in the Promised Land, fear gripped almost
all of the Israelites. Their fear was so strong it motivated them
to distrust God, to condemn Moses for getting them into such a
disastrous situation, and to refuse to go into the Promised Land.



c. And yet, based on all the miracles they had seen God do from their
last days in Egypt to that moment in time, their fear was totally
unfounded, completely irrational, and unnecessarily paralyzing. 

d. Did their fear and subsequent choices and behavior make their
lives better – as they believed it would? Absolutely not. 

3. There is no doubt but that bad things, and even horrible things have
happened to some of us and may happen to some of us in the future.
And you may believe that your only hope of preventing something
so traumatic from happening again is to live by a self-serving, self-
protective fear. 
a. However, we all have experienced some form and some degree

of trial, tribulation, and loss. We have all experienced criticism,
embarrassment, shame, rejection, sickness, suffering, and
injustice. We have all endured threats to our physical safety, our
emotional well-being, and our financial security. 

b. And though my experience may not be or seem to you to be as
traumatic or horrible as what you have faced, I too am tempted
to use self-serving, self-protective fear in an effort to protect
myself from future pain and suffering. 

c. My point is, no one is immune to experiences that have the
potential to promote unhealthy, unfounded, paralyzing, and
irrational fears. 

4. Therefore, what is most important is that we take our stand against
any fear that discourages, derails, or stops trust of God and confidence
in the goodness of God – be it His past, present, or future goodness. 
a. And the second most important thing is to tenaciously fight

against any fear based response whose first and foremost goal
is to never allow a particular bad thing or things from the past
to happen again.

b. And why is this so important? Because such a fear based response
prevents you from moving forward in pursuit of a spiritually,
mentally, and emotionally healthy trust of God and in God’s
goodness. It discourages you from nurturing the confidence that
God is working all things out for good – even the hurtful and
traumatic experiences of your past. It significantly limits God’s
transforming work in making you the person He created and saved
you to be. And it diminishes your willingness to enter into or do
your part in building and maintaining a mutually trusting,
mutually loving, intimate relationship. 



5. In other words, regardless of what you have been through, wisdom
calls you to resist and throw out any fear that prevents you from
thinking in godly, healthy, and life changing ways, and that prevents
you from building healthy, mutually loving relationships, and that
works against trusting God and seeing Him as perfectly good. 

D. The third thing I want to talk about today is the universal desire for
approval and acceptance and the how it motivates us to give allegiance
to those from whom we gain the approval and acceptance we seek. 
1. We read in John 12:42-43, that some of the rulers believed in Jesus,

but out of fear that the Pharisees might put them out of the
synagogue, they were not openly confessing their faith in Jesus. 
a. Now the reason they feared the Pharisees is because they loved

the approval, praise, honor, and glory they got from men more
than the approval, praise, honor, and glory they could get from
God. 

b. This is not a problem limited to Jesus’ day, many have placed
themselves in the same place as those who believed in Jesus but
kept it a secret because they wanted man’s approval more than
God’s. 

2. Have you ever been in a restaurant and felt a bit embarrassed when
it came time to openly and obviously pray before eating? This
embarrassment is the result of caring more about what those looking
on may think of you than what God will think of you. And though
you possibly think there is a benefit from not being labeled as one
of those weird Christians, you are actually losing more than you are
hoping to gain. 
a. For example, Jesus said, “Whoever is ashamed of Me and My

words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man
will also be ashamed of him when He comes in the glory of His
Father with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38). 

b. And in Matthew 10:32-33, Jesus said, “Everyone who confesses
Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father who is
in heaven. [33] But whoever denies Me before men, I will also deny
him before My Father who is in heaven.”  

c. My point here is twofold. First, I want to show how common it
is to seek approval and acceptance from men rather than from
God. And second, I want to show how costly this can be – though
it may not always be this costly. 



3. However, the point I want to make today deals with the fact that we
give allegiance to those from whom we gain the acceptance and
approval we seek. 
a. In other words, if we are seeking the approval of men more than

we are seeking the approval of God, we will give more allegiance
to those who give us the approval and acceptance we seek than
we give to God. 

b. Though He was talking about money and possessions, Jesus stated
a principle that applies here. We read in Matthew 6:24, “No one
can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love
the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other.” 
(1) In other words, no matter how hard you try, you cannot divide

your allegiance, your time, and your service between two
masters in a way that assures each master that your devoted
to him. 

(2) If not at first, then over time, you will be drawn to one of the
masters and prefer him over the other. And once that
happens, you will begin disparaging, disrespecting, and even
hating the one you don’t like and praising, respecting, and
loving the one you do like. 

(3) In other words, the divide between the masters will grow so
wide that you will give allegiance to one and nothing – or so
little it will be as if it were nothing – to the other. 

4. My point is simple. You will give allegiance to the one or to the ones
whose approval and acceptance you value or treasure or want the
most. 
a. If that is God, then He will have your allegiance. If it is people,

then they will have your allegiance. 
b. And when I say one or the other will have your allegiance, I mean

you will live as one who is devoted to, loyal to, obedient to, and
seeking to please either God or people. But you cannot and will
not live this way toward both. 

5. Where do you find your sense of well-being? What makes you feel safe
and secure around people? What makes you feel as if you matter?
To whom have you given your allegiance?  The answer lies in whose
approval you seek, first and foremost. 

III. Conclusion
A. May we always seek God’s approval, first and foremost, while doing what

we can to love, respect, care for, and be at peace with everyone else. 


