Beating the Blahs #7

“Grinding through Guilt”

selected Scriptures

Over the past several weeks we have considered “Beating the Blahs,” and we have seen how everything from the weather and how much sunshine we encounter to physical, psychological, and spiritual conditions can lead us to feeling the “blahs.” We are not in terrible shape but not in good shape, either. We’re just “there.”

Our topic for this evening is really a continuation from this morning’s message. There we examined the conscience and saw how that fits into our human makeup. One of the common products of our conscience is guilt—our subject for this study.

A Definition of Guilt

Let’s begin with a definition of guilt. Guilt is the consequence or the effect of a shameful act, either real or imaginary. The word itself comes from an Anglo-Saxon root gylt, meaning “to pay.”
 This is reflected when someone says in the face of some horrible action, “Somebody’s gotta pay!” 

Guilt is both a fact and a feeling. When a person violates the law of God or man, he is guilty. He may not feel guilty, but he is, in fact, guilty of the deed. That’s real, legitimate guilt arising out of our responsibility for some wrong. It has a basis in reality.
 Our standing before God is one of guilt. Before Him each one of us is liable for deeds that have violated His law. Paul writes in Romans 3:10, “There is no one righteous, not even one.” 
 This is not a matter of opinion or emotion; this is a fact.

But guilt is also a feeling. It is a common cause of depression because guilt is a form of pent-up anger. Guilt is anger toward yourself.
 Dr. James Dobson observes, 

Few human emotions are as distressing and painful as feelings of guilt and personal disapproval. When at a peak of intensity, self-condemnation gnaws on the conscious mind by day and invades the dreams by night. Since the voice of the conscience speaks from inside the human mind, we cannot escape its unrelenting abuse for our mistakes, failures and sins. For some particularly vulnerable individuals, an internal taskmaster is on the job from early morning until late at night—screaming accusations at his tormented victim. Hospitals for the emotionally disturbed are filled with such patients who have been unable to meet their own expectations and are now broken with self-blame and even personal hatred.

An example of this is seen in the life of David. Most of us are familiar with his affair with Bathsheba and the subsequent murder of her husband Uriah to cover it up. (If you’re not familiar with this story, read 2 Samuel 11-12.) Rather than rehash the gory details of that, I want to focus our attention on two psalms David wrote after the dust had settled—Psalms 32 and 51. Of the two, Psalm 51 was probably written first, during the anguish of guilt, while Psalm 32 was written after the anguish, after his forgiveness had been se​cured and his peace of mind had been restored.
 Both psalms, though, reveal the psychological and even physiological toll guilt can have on us when it goes unresolved. In these two psalms (and part of a third) David describes the symptoms he experienced in the year between the execution and the exposé of his crimes. Psalm 32:3-4 records,

When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.
David deteriorated physically and emotionally. His gnawing conscience kept him restless and melancholy. Every waking moment was filled with misery; at night he tossed and turned. Anxiety sapped his energy. His depression deepened with every passing day.

Later, in Psalm 38:1-9, he gives more detail of the symptoms of his suffering:

O Lord, do not rebuke me in your anger or discipline me in your wrath. For your arrows have pierced me, and your hand has come down upon me. Because of your wrath there is no health in my body; my bones have no soundness because of my sin. My guilt has overwhelmed me like a burden too heavy to bear. My wounds fester and are loathsome because of my sinful folly. I am bowed down and brought very low; all day long I go about mourning. My back is filled with searing pain; there is no health in my body. I am feeble and utterly crushed; I groan in anguish of heart. All my longings lie open before you, O Lord; my sighing is not hidden from you.
During this time, in the words of Warren Wiersbe, David “became a physical wreck.” He was probably about fifty when he disobeyed the Lord, but he began to feel and look like a sick old man. Usually robust and ready for action, David now had constant pain in his body and was groaning because of it. The hand of God was heavy upon him, and instead of feeling fresh and full of vigor, he was dried up like a plant during a drought. Did he have a fever that dehydrated him? Whatever it was, he was miserable, for he had a defiled conscience, a worried mind, and a sick body.
 

This inner conflict brought about what is known as psychosomatic illness…the presence of actual physical pain resulting from mental or emotional conflicts.
 These verses illustrate the unalterable biblical principle that one’s physical health is vitally related to his spiritual well-being.
 

What specific symptoms might we experience today if we find ourselves in a similar situation? Here is a partial listing:

· muscle tension

· easily fatigued

· overweight

· sleeplessness

· headaches

· high blood pressure

· anxiety

· inability to relax

· ulcers

· sexual impotency

· phobias

· depression

I am not suggesting for a moment that if you experience any of these symptoms that you are automatically guilty of unconfessed sin, just that these could be an indication that there is something spiritually amiss in our lives. Guilt feelings can produce physical tension. Whenever tensions build in a person and are not released, the body weakens and eventually starts to break down. Even if guilt is not at the core of an illness, it can make an illness worse and hinder the recovery process. Some psychiatrists view this as an unconscious form of self-punishment. It may be more accurate to assume that the physical symptoms are the body’s way of distracting us from the emotional pain of our guilt. Psychologically and emotionally it may be easier to tolerate physical pain than to bear the burden of guilt that would otherwise attract our attention.

The symptoms of guilt are not only physical, either. As you read these psalms, you read about David’s emotional and spiritual troubles. Unrepentance and unforgiveness can bring depression, emotional pain, alienation from God, and  physical weakness.
 He had no joy. He was unstable. He felt inferior and insecure. He lived a lie but he couldn’t escape the truth.

It is worth noting that untold millions live in this condition; they even accept it as normal or inevitable. A London psychologist once told Billy Graham that 70 percent of patients in mental hospitals in England could be released if they could find forgiveness. Their problem was a bad conscience and they could gain no relief from the guilt and pressure under which they lived.

A Distinction of Guilt

Now before we go further I must point out that there is a crucial distinction between true guilt and false guilt.
 Not all guilt comes from God; Satan can be the source of some guilty feelings. Without question, some actions should make us feel guilty, such as failure to pay our debts or deliberately hurting others. False guilt, however, has no basis in reality.

Sigmund Freud seemed to think that all guilt is false guilt—that guilt itself is a bad thing. Most of the psychiatrists we have studied under and worked with agreed with the Freudian view that guilt is always an unhealthy thing. I disagree strongly. True guilt, in my opinion, is the uncomfortable inner awareness that one has violated a moral law of God. It is produced partially by the conviction of God’s Holy Spirit, and partially by our own conscience. As we saw this morning, our conscience is not always a reliable guide. God’s Holy Spirit is always right, but our consciences are frequently wrong. Someone with a defiled conscience can do something wrong and not know that it is wrong; in that case his conscience will not bother him. Someone else who has been brought up in a legalistic background may have a weak conscience. In that case his conscience will bother him even when he does things that God Himself does not consider wrong. This is false guilt: feeling guilty for something that God and His Word in no way condemn, or feeling guilty for something that is not our responsibility. We may feel guilty even though there has been no overt act of wickedness or crime.
 

True guilt is valuable. God uses it to influence us to change our minds about what we are doing. That’s what repentance is all about. Then when we do what is right, instead of what is wrong, we will be in fellowship with God, and we will like ourselves more too. Doing what is wrong lowers our self-worth. Doing what is right greatly improves our self-worth. Many people feel guilty because they are guilty. And straightening out the wrong they were doing is sometimes all that is needed to straighten out their feelings of depression. But many Christians, especially from the legalistic churches, express feelings of guilt for things that the Bible in no way condemns. They may feel guilty for being tempted, for example. It’s no sin to be tempted. But it is a sin to dwell on that temptation and yield to it. Christ Himself was tempted, as we see in Hebrews 4:15, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.”

Others feel guilty over things beyond their control. Dr. Dobson shares experiences with parents of children born with genetic abnormalities inherited from one or both parents. When parents realize that they are indirectly responsible for their damaged child, a sense of guilt sweeps over them in such quantities that the family is often destroyed. I agree with Dr. Dobson that, “undeserved guilt is one of the most powerful weapons in the devil’s arsenal.”

Not that all guilt is false, as Freud claims. Sometimes what is explained away as man-made guilt is nothing less than God-given conviction about wrongdoing.

A Direction for Guilt

I want to close this evening with a direction for guilt. What can we do about it? First, let’s consider false guilt and then true guilt.

How do we know if the guilt we feel is false? Ask this simple question: What can I do about it? If you can’t right the wrong (because you didn’t commit it to begin with), or if you can’t ask forgiveness from God (because He has already forgiven it), that is false guilt!

What can we do about false guilt? John writes in 1 John 3:19-20, “This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.” He recommends that we allow the truth of God to convince our minds that we have been forgiven, regardless if our feelings tell us otherwise. When we feel shame, Romans 10:11 tells us, “As the Scripture says, ‘Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.’” [quoting Isaiah 28:16]. When we feel fear because of false guilt, 1 John 4:16 and 18 promises, “God is love… There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.” False guilt can be cured with a healthy dose of God’s truth.
But what if that doesn’t make the feelings of guilt go away? Even if I challenge my underlying irrational belief, it may still be there. So all that’s left is for me to ignore the feeling. It’s false, and the best I can do is to “step over” it and get on with my life. “Stepping over” is simply my way of saying “disregard the feeling.” Do what you believe is the right thing to do, and overlook your emotion.

So how do we deal with true guilt? The Bible provides a prescription for true guilt, one that David demonstrates in our texts. It is called repentance. What does repentance mean? First, it involves confession that we are guilty of wrong—we are agreeing with God that what we have done is indeed wrong. Second there is contrition, which is the remorse that comes from not only breaking God’s commands but also His heart. Then there is the commitment to turn away from the sin and move on. Jesus gave forgiveness to the woman taken in adultery, but He said to her, “Go and sin no more” (John 8:11, kjv). All of these elements are necessary to effectively deal with the grind of guilt in our lives.

We must own up to our sinfulness. Admit our helplessness, our weakness, our need. Yes, this is the negative side, but it is a necessary side. Guilt wants to stay hidden. It breeds best in isolation. It loves the dark unswept corners of our personalities. Like a termite, it eats and destroys when hidden, but, when brought to the light, it dries up and dies. Listen to David’s words in Psalm 32:3-5,

 

When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. Selah. Then I acknowl​edged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniqui​ty. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord”—and you forgave the guilt of my sin.
 

Such confession is not the shallow “Dear-God-I-goofed-again” sort. It is confession in depth that goes down to the root of sin. Listen in on David’s confession in Psalm 51:3-4: “For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight.”

Notice that David does not try to gloss over, to mitigate or to excuse. David finally calls sin by its real name—“my sin ... my iniquity ... my transgressions.”
 He admitted to God that it was he who had sinned; he did not try to blame someone else. Up to this point, he had been trying to hide his sin; but now he brought it out in the open and confessed it. He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy (Proverbs 28:13).

What happened when David confessed his sin? We read in 2 Samuel 12:13-14,

Nathan replied, “The Lord has taken away your sin. You are not going to die. But because by doing this you have made the enemies of the Lord show utter contempt, the son born to you will die.” 

God forgave David. He removed the sin and the ultimate penalty for the sin. This did not mean that David got off easy; God did not remove all of the consequences for David’s actions. But the sin was gone. And don’t overlook the fact that God took away the guilt as well as the sin.
 Listen to David’s own testimony of what happened in Psalm 32:1-5,
Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord does not count against him and in whose spirit is no deceit. When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord”—and you forgave the guilt of my sin.
Then in Psalm 51, 

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin…Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice. Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquity. Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me (51:1-2, 7-12).
The apostle John promises in his first letter, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).

John Stott writes, 

Some people would have us believe that the whole idea of confessing sin is morbid and unhealthy. ‘It’s such an un​wholesome thing,’ they say, ‘to concentrate on your sins; it only adds to the number of neurotics who suffer from a guilt complex.’ Well, some forms of confession are unhealthy, especially if we keep raking over our past which should have been long ago confessed, forsaken, and forgiven. But true confession, the honest, shamefaced uncovering before God of the sins of the past day or week, far from being unhealthy, is an essential condition of spiritual health. It is the person who covers his sins who is unhealthy; he ‘shall not prosper’. There can be no mental or spiritual health without honesty.

When I was growing up, I learned a song, “Happiness is the Lord.” The final verse begins, “Happiness is to be forgiven…” How true that is! That is the message of Psalms 32 and 51. That is the message of 1 John 1:9. That is the message that runs through the whole Bible. Chuck Swindoll concludes, 

If you are harboring some sin—if you are keeping hidden a few secret regions of wrong—don’t expect to enjoy freedom from guilt, child of God. There is an unspoken axiom threaded through Scripture: secret sin cannot coexist with inner peace. Peace returns only when our sins are fully confessed and for​saken. Few grinds are more galling than the grind of an unforgiven conscience. It’s awful! And few joys are more relieving than having our sins forgiven. It’s wonderful!

I would simply invite you to experience the wonderful grace of Jesus this morning. Maybe you have been living in the grind of guilt. No one else may know the inner turmoil you suffer, but you can’t escape it. I have good news for you: There is an escape. There is a remedy for guilt, and it is confession and repentance. Jesus paid the penalty for our sin, and He offers to take the sin and guilt away if we will allow Him to.

Some of us know our guilt better than we know the grace of God. As a result, we use our guilt as an excuse to stay away from God’s best. We resist grace when our guilt has not been adequately dealt with. We first receive God’s grace by fully accepting His forgiveness. Any person who is used by God to accomplish great things begins as a recipient of God’s great grace. None of us deserves God’s blessings. But God, in His sovereign mercy, offers great grace to us. We must keep our eyes on the Lord, and not on ourselves. Never let guilt stand in the way of God’s grace.
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