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What Makes You Feel Guilty?
What makes you feel guilty?
Has a relationship gone sour and you find yourself agonizing about what might
have been if you’d acted or spoken differently? Maybe your slave-driver boss
hassles you for being behind. Are your kids wondering why they ended up with
you as a parent?
These days, food guilt is common. With super-slim models gracing supermarket
tabloids and magazine covers (admit it, now; you’ve peeked), even a fit, petitesized former cheerleader can get depressed standing in the checkout line. “NoGuilt Nachos,” offers a Ladies’ Home Journal recipe.
America Online has a special guilt section dealing with “Relationship Guilt,”
“Parental Guilt,” “Food Guilt,” “Workforce Guilt,” “Pricey Guilt,” “I’m-a-RottenPerson Guilt,” “Stay-in-Touch Guilt,” and “Trying-to-Please-Everyone Guilt.”
Whew!
Ever been late paying a family bill due to negligence or overspending? Been
unfaithful to your spouse? Lied to the IRS or a friend? Been angry without reason?
When we fall short of our own – or others’ – standards, guilt feelings can result.
Unresolved guilt can bring anxiety, depression, ulcers, low self-esteem and more.
I am a recovering perfectionist. As a teenager, I could be pretty hard on myself. I
once fouled out of a high school basketball game in the final seconds with our
team ahead. The opposing player made his free throws, putting his team ahead. I
felt bleak. Our team’s desperation inbounds pass went to midcourt, where a

teammate caught the ball and threw up a prayer. The ball swished through the
net as time expired. We had won. I was the second happiest player there. I
probably would have excoriated myself had he missed.
A single man I know became involved with another man’s wife. Her rocky
marriage had sent her lonely heart wandering and his youthful enthusiasm and
libido met many of her wants. They dreamed, schemed, sneaked, and
rendezvoused. When discovered, he lied and sought to perpetuate the affair.
Eventually, friends convinced him to break things off. He felt guilty for having the
fling, guilty for lying about it, and guilty for dumping her.
Feeling guilty can cripple you emotionally. Serious ethical or moral lapses can
bring blame and shame. A seemingly minor flaw can sometimes bug the daylights
out of you. This article looks at healthy, biblical ways to deal with guilt, and how
to know that you are really forgiven.

Some Causes of Guilt Feelings
Why does guilt affect us so, and how can we alleviate it? Some psychologists
emphasize that problems in our past can plague us in the present. Inability to
reconcile or move past unhealthy relationships with parents, siblings, teachers or
classmates may color our emotions. Other authorities feel that people may be
following overly rigid standards.
Suggested solutions have included discovering and resolving past hang-ups,
relaxing moral codes or easing personal expectations. Certainly many people still
suffer from past problems or set unrealistic standards. Forty-eight hours of tasks
won’t fit into one day, so don’t necessarily castigate yourself when only half your
ambitious to-do list gets accomplished. If you find yourself sneaking a diet-busting
snack, maybe rewarding yourself occasionally is better than whipping yourself.
But it seems wise to also consider that, at least in some instances, we may feel
guilty because we are guilty.

If this is true, then therapy for a guilty person could begin with getting them to
admit their shortcoming. That’s not always easy.
Admitting you’re wrong can be hard. Perhaps you’ve heard of the writer who
asked his domineering editor if he’d ever been wrong. “Yes,” replied the editor. “I
was wrong once. It was when I thought I was wrong but I wasn’t.”
University of Illinois psychologist O. H. Mowrer pointed out a common dilemma in
trying to face your own shortcomings:
Here, too, we encounter difficulty, because human beings do not change
radically until first they acknowledge their sins, but it is hard for one to make
such an acknowledgement unless he has “already changed.” In other words, the
full realization of deep worthlessness is a severe ego “insult,” and one must
have a new source of strength to endure it.{1}
I understand this inner weakness problem. As a teenager, I found success through
athletics, academics, and student government. I was attending one of my nation’s
leading secondary schools. President John F. Kennedy and actor Michael Douglas
were alumni. But my achievements didn’t bring the personal satisfaction I
wanted. Guilt, anxiety, and a poor self-image often plagued me on the inside.
My first year in university, I met some students who said that the spiritual side of
life offered a solution to the guilt problem. A relationship with God, they said,
could give me the “new source of strength” necessary to face my own flaws and
seek help. Because of them, I discovered practical reasons why faith could help
me overcome my guilt.

A Solution to Guilt
The hit movie Bruce Almighty depicts God’s attempts to contact the main
character (played by Jim Carrey) by leaving a number on his pager. Turns out the

phone number is valid in many area codes. After the film’s release, people and
businesses began getting calls from folks asking for God.
A Florida woman threatened to sue the film studio after twenty calls per hour
clogged her cell phone. A Denver radio station built a contest around the fluke.
Some callers to the station seemed to think they’d really discovered a direct line
to God. One even left a message confessing her adultery.{2}
Owning up to guilt can help clear your conscience.
Those college students I mentioned earlier had a joy and enthusiasm that
attracted me. They claimed to have a personal relationship with Jesus of
Nazareth. I couldn’t believe it all. I kept returning to their meetings because I was
curious and because it was a good place to get a date. Especially because it was a
good place to get a date!
They explained that God loved me, but that my own self-centeredness or sin had
separated me from Him. They said His Son, Jesus, died to pay the penalty for my
sins, and rose from the dead so I could receive forgiveness as a free gift.
Eventually, it made sense.{3} Through a simple heart attitude, I invited Jesus to
enter my life, forgive me, and become my friend. There was no thunder and
lightning, no angels appeared, and I did not become perfect overnight. But I
found a new inner peace, freedom from guilt, assurance that I would be with God
forever, and the best friend I could ever have.
Of course, my experience is not unique. Harvard psychologist William James, in
his classic book The Varieties of Religious Experience cites Henry Alline who
placed his faith in Christ: “the burden of guilt and condemnation was gone . . . my
whole soul, that was a few minutes ago groaning under mountains of death . . .
was now filled with immortal love . . . freed from the chains of death and
darkness….”{4}
One early believer wrote: “God made you alive with Christ. He forgave all our

sins. He canceled the record that contained the charges against us. He took it and
destroyed it by nailing it to Christ’s cross.”{5} I found that my own guilt was
gone, but I also had to draw on His power daily.
A friend of Jesus wrote, “If we confess our sins to him, he [God] is faithful and just
to forgive us and to cleanse us from every wrong.”{6} Some call this statement
the believer’s “bar of soap.” We confess, being honest with God. He forgives and
cleanses us.
But what if you don’t feel forgiven? Is there such a thing as false guilt?

True or False?
A reader who signed his e-mail “Guilt plagued” told me of his struggles:
A few years ago, out of desperation, I made a series of terrible mistakes. I am
committed to the Lord and confessed my sins. I’m terribly ashamed and
embarrassed about what I have done, and I feel ten times worse because I can’t
make restitution. . . . I’m having a difficult time processing the idea that He has
forgiven me. . . . Please help me . . . what should I do? The guilt is eating me
alive.
Sometimes we feel guilty because we are guilty. Other times we feel guilty
without cause. Is your guilt true or false, and what can you do about the
feelings?{7}
When my wife, Meg, was in graduate school at Stanford, she regularly parked on
the street near her campus office. One afternoon she discovered a parking ticket
on her windshield. During that day – while she was parked there – campus
management had painted the curb red, signifying “No Parking.” (The curb had
never had paint during her tenure.) Was she guilty?
Her dilemma was both laughable and burdensome. Meg would have to either pay

a fine or go to court. She appeared in court and told the judge what had
happened. He dropped the charges. (I should hope he would!)
The law and the judge’s application of it determined guilt or innocence. Similarly,
if we violate God’s proscriptions, we stand guilty. If we do not violate biblical
principles, then we may or may not be guilty.
If you know your guilt is real, your solution begins with placing your trust in
Christ to forgive you. Once you have, and you become aware of sins in your daily
life, simply admit them to God.
Keep short accounts with God. As the proverbial country preacher said, “I ‘fesses
’em as I does ’em.” Feelings may lag behind, but if you’ve admitted your sin to
God, He has forgiven you.
What if you’re unsure if your guilt is true or false, or if you confess your sins but
still don’t feel forgiven?
Consider the Holy Spirit’s guidance. Jesus sent His Holy Spirit to guide us into
truth,{8} especially concerning sin.{9} If the Bible doesn’t prohibit certain
behaviors, you – if you’re a follower of Jesus – can ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom
about them. Jesus’ brother James wrote, “If you need wisdom—if you want to
know what God wants you to do—ask him, and he will gladly tell you.”{10}
Discerning God’s guidance is not a perfect science, but His inner conviction can
help you sort things out.

Making Things Right
What do you do if you’re not sure if your guilt feelings are legitimate, or if you
don’t feel forgiven?
Realize that God’s promises trump your own self-criticism. Members of God’s
family can trust His opinion even when they don’t feel like it’s true. We can “set

our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is
greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.”{11} Does your heart
condemn you unjustly? You can say, “Listen, heart. I’m a child of God. I’ve
confessed my sin and He says I’m forgiven. I refuse to believe your
condemnation.”
I recommend that you converse with yourself in private rather than in public! For
a variety of psychological and spiritual reasons, your guilt feelings may not
disappear immediately. Changing established emotional patterns can take time.
Choosing to believe God is good starting point.
Realize also that God’s promises trump the real enemy. This may be hard to
swallow, but it’s important. Jesus taught the existence of “Satan,” a “liar and the
father of lies,”{12} the “accuser” of believers.{13}
I once considered myself too intellectual to believe in Satan. Our university
mascot was the “Blue Devil.” To me, the devil was some guy in a blue costume
with a pitchfork who ran around at basketball games. Then I heard that Satan the
deceiver has some people so deceived that they don’t believe he exists. Jesus’ life
and teachings eventually convinced me that Satan was real. If you experience
false guilt feelings, realize that they may have a lower source. You needn’t deny
the feelings, but you can deny false guilt based on Jesus’ friendship with you.{14}
You may need to make restitution. My second year in college, I swiped a plastic
bucket from behind the lectern in the psychology lecture hall. It had been there
every day during the semester. “No one wants it,” I convinced myself. “It deserves
to be taken.” I used it to wash my car.
Two years later, I read a booklet about God’s forgiveness. That bucket kept
coming to mind. I not only needed to admit my theft to God. I needed to make
restitution.
My booty long since lost, I purchased a new bucket and carried it sheepishly

across campus one afternoon. Finding no one in the psychology building to
confess to, I left the bucket in a broom closet with a note of explanation. Maybe a
janitor read it. My conscience was clear.
After hearing of this stolen bucket episode in a lecture, one friend wrote his
former employer to confess all the items he had stolen and to offer restitution.
“We all probably have some plastic buckets in our lives,” observed another
associate.
Feeling guilty? You may just need to relax unrealistic standards in a stress-filled
world. But you also may need to face genuine personal shortcomings. If you do,
you can know that the complete forgiveness that Jesus offers is free and that His
truth trumps all challengers.
This article is adapted with permission from Rusty Wright, “Grappling with Guilt,”
In Touch, February 2005, pp. 18-20; Copyright © Rusty Wright 2005.
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“How Can a Loving God Send
People to Hell?”
Sue Bohlin
Did God create hell? If He did create it, then how can He be a loving God,
yet send people to a place of eternal damnation?
Yes, God created hell. Matthew 25:41 suggests that it was originally prepared for
the devil and his angels. But unregenerate human beings will also be cast there.
We must not try to separate God’s attributes from one another. God is love, but
He is also holy, just and full of wrath against sin. Because of His great love for us,
God has provided His Son as a sufficient sacrifice for the sins of the world (John
3:16, etc.). Those who reject this sacrifice will not receive its benefits (including
the forgiveness of sins). These will be justly punished by God for their sins, and

the wages of sin is death. “Death” in the Bible carries the idea of separation.
Physical death is the separation of the spirit from the body (James 2:26). Spiritual
death is the separation of a person from God (Ephesians 2:1-2). Eternal death (the
Second Death, or Lake of Fire) is eternal separation from God.
I hope this helps.
Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries
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P.S. From Sue Bohlin:
We must also remember that God wants to save people He made in His image,
and for whom Christ died, more than we want to be saved. 2 Peter 3:9 tells us
that God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to
repentance. It’s not that a loving God SENDS people to hell, but that He sadly
allows people to experience the horrible consequences of their refusal to trust
Him.

