The Devil’s Toolbox #7

“The Grind of False Guilt”

selected Scriptures
Lawyers in our society don’t get a whole lot of love or appreciation—unless you are a fan of Perry Mason, Matlock, or Law & Order. Even lawyers can laugh about this, as seen portrayed in the film Philadelphia, where characters played by Tom Hanks and Denzel Washington share a joke: “What do you call ten thousand lawyers at the bottom of the ocean? A good start.”

Thus it may surprise some to read Zechariah 3:1, “Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan standing at his right side to accuse him.” Zechariah describes a courtroom scene, in which Joshua is the defendant, God is the Judge, Satan is the prosecuting attorney, and “the angel of the Lord” is the defense attorney.
 (Lawyers are likened to an angel or the devil—have your pick!)

In both Old and New Testaments, Satan appears as a prosecuting attorney, accusing God’s people. Twice, in Job 1-2 and in Zechariah 3, he is literally identified as “the satan” or “the adversary.” The Hebrew word satan literally means “accuser.” John refers to him as “the accuser of the brothers” in Revelation 12:10. 

In our legal system, the prosecutor plays an important role, investigating alleged crimes and bringing suspects to trial. Rules are in place to insure that the prosecutor does not overstep his bounds in presenting his case. But Satan has no such restraints. And, unlike prosecutors in our system, Satan has no regard for justice or even the truth. He will lie, cheat, and do anything else he can to bring down his targets…usually God’s children. 

Both Job and Zechariah record that Satan was not successful in accusing God’s people before Heaven’s throne. John tells us in Revelation 12:10 that “the accuser of the brethren” will ultimately be “hurled down.” However, Satan often does find success in his accusatory role in the hearts and minds of believers, making us ineffective witnesses for Christ. The grind of false guilt is another favorite weapon in the devil’s toolbox. 

Assessing The Intense Feelings

We begin once again by assessing the intense feeling of false guilt. Physically speaking, it is difficult to distinguish how true guilt and false guilt feel. Both include muscle tension, easily fatigued, sleeplessness, headaches, high blood pressure, anxiety, inability to relax, ulcers, sexual impotency, phobias, and depression.

Before I continue, I should point out what I mean by “true guilt” and “false guilt.” The idea of false guilt was coined in the late 1950’s by the Swiss writer, physician, and psychiatrist Paul Tournier. In his book, Guilt and Grace, he speaks about two kinds of guilt: true guilt and false guilt. True guilt comes from willfully and knowingly disobeying God. False guilt, he claimed, is brought on by the judgments and suggestions of people.

False guilt keeps us in bondage to three destructive weapons: shame, fear and anger.
 While each of these emotions can be beneficial, in false guilt they are harmful and destructive.

Many people think guilt and shame are the same, but this is not true. Shame is a painful emotion of disgrace caused by a strong sense of guilt. When that guilt is based on something we have actually done that was wrong, that shame can move us toward confession and repentance. The problem with the shame that comes from false guilt is that the feeling is not based on something we have done but on who we are. The feeling of guilt moves from knowing we have done something bad to feeling that we are bad. This feeling that we are basically defective causes the deepest sense of unworthiness and a constant fear of abandonment and rejection. Devastating emotional scars from shame often last a lifetime.
Another symptom of false guilt is the feeling of fear. Fears float around unnoticed as a by-product of false guilt. We become afraid of being rejected by God, of suffering punishment because we feel that we are bad, and of being rejected by others “if they only knew the truth” about us. We keep from witnessing to others or serving God because we fear that we are unworthy.
The third symptom of false guilt is anger. You may wonder, “What does anger have to do with guilt?” Anger is the natural way of fighting guilty feelings. Guilt contacts your emotional antenna and sends out messages of shame. When you feel shame that you have done something wrong, the feared threat of rejection surfaces, and anger becomes the closest weapon for aiming at the confronting person who exposes your fault, the significant person who sees your inadequacies and may reject you; and the hurting person (you) who longs for acceptance.
 Satan loves to use this shame, fear, and anger to paralyze a Christian and make him or her ineffective. 

Acknowledging the Important Facts

Next we must acknowledge the important facts. Just because someone is declared guilty does not mean they are guilty. Just think of how many people convicted of crimes in our judicial system must be released because they did not, in fact, commit the crime! In the same way, just because we feel guilty does not mean that we actually are guilty.

False guilt is sometimes called “neurotic guilt,” internalizing arbitrary principles and rules made by man. They’re not moral absolutes but a set of human quirks.
 Think about all of the rules and regulations added to the Mosaic law by the scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day. Jesus told His followers in Matthew 23:2-4, 

The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 
Then in verses 23-24, He said,
Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.
False guilt does exactly that—it strains out a gnat and swallows a camel.

What constitutes false guilt? Simply put, false guilt is feeling bad about something that we should not feel bad about. What kind of things fall under this category? 

· Feeling guilty for not living up to the standards of someone other than God

· When we feel guilty for something that someone else has done

· Feeling guilty for sins in our past that have been confessed to and forgiven by God

In the first case, we may feel guilty because we have failed to reach a goal set before us, whether that goal was self-imposed or imposed by others. Sometimes we fall victim to unreachable goals, and when we fail to achieve them, we feel guilty.
 We must be very careful to distinguish between what God says is right and wrong and what others tell us we must do. (Remember the scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day?)

The second area of false guilt occurs when we feel the guilt that appropriately belongs to another person. This kind of guilt is often experienced by those who are the victims of abuse or rejection. Parents of adult children who rebel against God’s Word also tend to feel this guilt. The victims feel that they must have failed in some way, and thus, they have contributed to the rise of the abusive behavior, rejection, or rebellion. Therefore, they feel guilty for having caused the sin of someone else. If we are holding on to this kind of false guilt, we must let go of it. We must ask the Lord to free us from all guilt that is associated with sins that aren’t our own.
 
The third realm mentioned I believe is the most common form of false guilt Satan uses against us, because there is a grain of truth involved. When Satan reminds us of sins in our past, he is correct that those are indeed sins. We should feel guilty when we have committed sin. However, as 1 John 1:9 promises, “If we confess our sins, he [God] is faithful and just and will forgive our sins, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” Add to this the truth of Jeremiah 31:34, where God says, “I will forgive their iniquity, and I will re​member their sin no more” and also Micah 7:18-19,

Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy.  You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.
Once our sins have been forgiven by God, they are gone. Forever. We read in 1 John 1:7 that “the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from [every and] all sin.” 
But Satan loves to burden believers with false guilt and condemnation. Some of his favorite strategies are: bringing up the past, reminding you of your failures and making you feel unforgiven and unaccepted by God.
 James Dobson observes in his book, Emotions: Can You Trust Them?
2 Corinthians 11:14 indicates that Satan pre​sents himself as “an angel of light,” meaning he speaks as a false representative of God Accordingly, it has been my observation that undeserved guilt is one of the most pow​erful weapons in the devil’s arsenal. By seeming to ally himself with the voice of the Holy Spirit, Satan uses the conscience to accuse, torment and berate his victims. What better tool for spiritual discouragement could there be than feelings of guilt which cannot be “forgiven”— because they do not represent genuine disapproval from God?

When this happens we will feel guilty, even though in fact we are forgiven. Feelings of guilt will take the sparkle out of our eye and the snap out of our step. They will dull the edge of our witness, take the heart out of Christian service and make any public testimony as stale as moldy fish. And this is precisely what Satan has in mind. Accusation is his secret weapon, supremely effective in taking the zap out of the Christian army’s attack.
 Just because you feel guilty doesn’t mean you are guilty!

Adopting an Indomitable Plan

So what do we do about false guilt? By adopting an indomitable plan against it. We must recognize two basic elements about this attack from Satan: first, it is false, and second, it is based on feelings.

It may seem overly obvious, but false guilt is first and foremost false. It is based on lies. This should not surprise us, since Jesus said about Satan, “When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). Therefore, false guilt is resolved by recognizing the lie we have believed and by refusing to accept it. Then we acknowledge the truth of Scripture and accept it instead.
 Take the verses mentioned earlier from 1 John and Jeremiah and Micah (and others as well), commit them to memory and let that be the standard of truth on the subject.
Secondly, we must deal with the feelings of false guilt. The root cause of false guilt is based on inaccurate feelings that have taken control of our thought process. The heart takes over the mind. These bad feelings lead to thinking patterns that can damage our concept of God and ourselves.
I have long believed (and taught) that facts must always supercede feelings in the Christian life. Romans 12:2 speaks of being “transformed by the renewing of the mind,” while Jeremiah 17:9 tells us that the heart (or seat of emotions) is “deceitful above all things and beyond cure.” I believe that our minds are transformed as we reprogram it with God’s truth from His Word.

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.

Satan loves to play the prosecuting—or should I say persecuting—attorney with us. He will replay past sins on the viewing screen of our mind in order to accuse and discourage us. When that happens, we need to have a good talk with ourselves. (I know some people think this is a sign of going crazy, but it can actually help to keep you from going crazy!) Ask and answer these questions:

· “What am I hearing?” (Accusation) 

· “What am I feeling?” (Guilt) 

· “What are the facts?” (I am fully forgiven or I am not responsible for this) 

We need to use Scripture as our standard to determine true and false guilt. Since we have received Jesus Christ as our personal Savior and since the Savior died to take away our sins, we must choose to focus on God’s truth. Turn Romans 8:1 into a prayer: “Thank You, Father, that You don’t condemn me and don’t want me to condemn myself. These feelings of false guilt are not valid because I have accepted Christ’s sacrifice and have turned from my sin.”

Several years ago I heard an attorney say, “You can’t keep other people from suing you, but you can keep them from suing you successfully.” In the same way, we cannot keep Satan from accusing us. That’s just what he does. But we can keep him from accusing us successfully by refusing to accept his lies of false guilt and by telling ourselves the truth of God’s Word. “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free,” Paul wrote in Galatians 5:1. “Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” 

Maybe you feel that you are on trial, standing in God’s courtroom, hearing Satan’s accusations against you. The Bible tells us in 1 John 2:1 about “one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.” If Satan is the prosecuting attorney, then Jesus is our defense attorney. And just like in Zechariah 3, when Satan brings his charges against God’s children, our defense attorney rises up and says, “The Lord rebuke you, Satan!” (That’s even better than saying, “I object!”) We have a defender even better than Perry Mason or Ben Matlock on our side.
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